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Drawing inspiration from youth geographies, my dissertation explores the lived 
experiences of a group of underrepresented college students in North Carolina who participate in 
global education programs. By attending to the intimacies and intricacies of young people’s lives 
and their travels, my research contributes to the call to produce more student-centered geographies 
of higher education. Through four years of observations and in-depth interviews, the act of deeply 
listening to young people offers a productive opening into troubling the dominant narrative present 
in the literature on global education, which transposes neoliberalized citizenship ideals onto youth 
by imagining students as economic subjects who must secure the capitalist future. In contrast, my 
research examines the ways in which young people’s experiences of global education spill over 
the parameters of the neoliberal narrative to include many other possibilities: the labor and loss of 
leaving home for the first time, the exuberant joy and searing fear involved in the expansion of the 
self, the sting of ideological conflicts with parents, and the articulation of moral agency through 
the development of love and care for others.  
I suggest that being attentive to identities, temporalities and agencies allows room for us to 
witness the relationalities and the multiplicities of global education and to take seriously the 
embodied experiences and encounters, especially those related to race, class and disability, so often 
ignored or invalidated by neoliberalism. I propose the notion of ‘global conjunctions’ to 
acknowledge and make sense of the ways in which youthful bodies become the sites of numerous 
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meetings-up, collisions and ruptures as they accept, reject, negotiate and re-work the various 
demands and expectations placed on them as they navigate their way through a global world. In 
doing so, young people are capable of re-organizing time and space in ways which diverge from 
those assumed, predicted or supported by neoliberalism. As part of my theoretical endeavor to 
unsettle the neoliberal in global education, and inspired by feminist epistemologies, I include 
autobiographical writing in my dissertation, both in the form of prose and poetry, to 
methodologically disrupt masculinized, neoliberalized modes of knowledge production.  
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Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 
I rise 
Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 
I rise 
Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 
I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 
- Dr. Maya Angelou 
 
 
I dedicate my dissertation to my ancestors, all those who walked before me, who laid the path so 
that my feet would know where to tread. Thank you for the gift of freedom, for through your Love 




I have traveled far, from South Africa to Scotland to North Carolina, to arrive at this point 
along my path. And I have not walked alone. Of this I am sure: we are inextricably part of each 
other, my spirit sewn into yours and yours into mine. While those who have accompanied me have 
been too many to count, I would like to recognize the following people for the role they have 
played in my journey. A wholehearted, glorious thank you to: 
My parents, Peter and Milly Reddy: for everything, including the sacrifices you made 
so that I can stand where I am today. This Ph.D. belongs to you as much as it does to me. You 
taught me that education is sacred and that I had the power to claim it for myself. Thank you for 
always trusting me and for unconditionally supporting all my choices. You were the first feminists 
I knew, and I will always be grateful for your visionary outlook, that allowed me as a South African 
Indian girl to be fully, authentically myself. 
My maternal grandfather, Thatha: for holding a dream in your heart that one of your 
daughters would complete a Ph.D. one day. I know you are sitting with Ganesha and smiling down 
at me as you witness this. 
My maternal grandmother, Ma: for being a strong, fiercely intelligent woman. I wear 
the Saraswati necklace you made for me as a reminder that we, as women, have the power and 
right to bring knowledge and wisdom into this world.   
My paternal grandfather, Thatha: for being at my side when I needed you most. I never 
met you on Earth but Love can speak to us across the ages. May I continue to be covered by the 
sweetness of your presence.  
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My paternal grandmother, Ava: for raising me in your house with so much care, love, 
and sacrifice. Ava, you are the strongest woman I know, for the world took everything from you, 
yet you were immovable in your faith that better times were possible. You were right: the good 
times have arrived! All my joys and successes belong to you too and what an honor it is to know 
that my life is an expression of your answered prayers.  
My partner, Chad Morris: for constantly beholding me with eyes of grace. Thank you 
for seeing the Light in me, and for loving me with so much gentleness, compassion, and care. You 
have been my solid pillar during these last two years of the Ph.D. and provided helpful reminders 
about the importance of embracing the silliness and adventure of it all. I have such gratitude for 
your kind soul and steadfast presence in my life. I am blessed to walk by your side and look 
forward, with open-hearted joy, to the beautiful things we are bringing into this world and building 
together.  
My brothers, Javi and Sershiv Reddy: for always being there, throughout the twists and 
turns of life, despite the distance (and the time difference!). What a lucky girl I am to have both a 
big brother and a twin brother who are so cool, kind and funny.  
My extended family: for always cheering me on. My travels have shown me that not 
everyone has the privilege of having so many cousins, aunts and, uncles to take care of them. 
Thank you for always having my back. 
My advisor, Betsy Olson: for your unshakeable faith in me. The moment I walked into 
your office in Edinburgh, all those years ago, my life irrevocably, profoundly changed. I do not 
know how to begin thanking you for all that you have done to support, mentor, encourage, advise, 
and uplift me. Through unexpected illness, trauma, challenges and change, you remained 
unwavering in your belief in me, my work and my dreams. Doctoral degrees are difficult, even 
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more so as an international student. You have been the most caring advisor, a trusted confidante, 
and my avid supporter. This dissertation exists because of you. Thank you, also, for opening your 
house and family to me when I longed to feel a connection to home. I am truly privileged to have 
had you as my advisor and teacher, and, going forward, as my friend and guide. 
My Ph.D. committee: for being the kindest group of scholars I could have hoped for. Banu 
Gokariksel: I have so much admiration for your commitment to building caring community in our 
department; thank you for believing in my abilities and cheering me on with my creative work. 
Sara Smith: you are such a compassionate presence in the academy and I am grateful for your 
sound advice and wise words as I worked on finishing the dissertation. Altha Cravey: for 
advocating for students and believing in us; you were the first person in the academy to hear my 
poetry! Peter Hopkins: I’m so glad to have had you as my external committee member. I always 
looked forward to our annual chats at AAG and am inspired by the depth and breadth of your work 
as a youth and feminist geographer.  
My mentor, Maria Erb: for always lifting me up and re-orienting me, whenever I lose 
direction. You are truly a blessing in my life. I am inspired by your commitment as a higher 
education professional. Thank you for so deeply and positively impacting my and other students’ 
lives, particularly young women of color. In times of fear, you helped me remain rooted in my 
faith. I am grateful too for all your support and advice as I built my life here, regarding cars, houses, 
cooking, conferences, finances…the list is endless! I appreciate being able to turn to you for 
assistance, wisdom and guidance in any situation. 
My American family: I am constantly reminded how lucky I am to have ended up in this 
wonderful place, with people like you. Cory Keeler: for supporting me through everything, from 
applying for jobs to buying my first American car. Alli Little: for being my spirit sister - God knew 
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what She was doing when She created you! Thank you for all the hugs, philosophical 
conversations, and shared faith. Batool Zaidi: for being my international student sister. You were 
right: “we’ve made it so far, it will all work out in the end”. Rachel Cotterman: for being a kindred 
spirit. Thank you for all the soul support and hope you offered as I worked through the darkness 
of trauma. Varun Goel: for always helping me out (remember the DMV?) and making me laugh! 
JP Balmonte: for all the gym time, the hilarious jokes, and for always encouraging and motivating 
me. Arabelle Baruch: for being my first friend in America and for all the hugs, love, and giggles. 
Mahendri and Deshan Raidoo: for being my NC parents and for all your care, nurturing and 
support. Laura Garlock and Giselle Gomez: for remaining my dear friends, even when our busy 
schedules prevent us from regularly catching up.  
My Carrboro community: for all the beach trips, house parties, dinners, dances, meals, 
and general care. Thank you to the many friends who in some way, at some point, have formed 
part of my beloved community here, including but not limited to: Chessa Rich, Michelle Padley, 
Chris Neubert, Pavi and Noor Vasudevan, Mabel Gergan, Cataia Ives, Darius Scott, Marwa 
Koheji, Anusha Hariharan, Mike Hawkins, Katie Merriman, Stephanie Najjar, Angelica Gomez, 
Maddie Hayes, Aron Sandell, Becky Patterson-Markowitz, Nathan Swanson, Lucia Stavig. 
My colleagues at UNC: for being the most wonderful professional community I could 
have hoped for. A few people who need to be recognized: the team at CGI who were so supportive 
and helpful as I gathered my data, including Niklaus Steiner, Iyman Ahmed, Jaclyn Gilstrap, Emily 
Connelly, Katie Costanza, Beth-Ann Kutchma and Brandy Arellano; Brian Rybarczyk, for being 
an amazing professional mentor and being willing to listen and provide helpful advice when 
needed; Barbara Taylor and Laura Pratt, for always bending over backwards to help make students’ 
lives easier; Kathy Wood, for providing unrelenting care to students and for boosting my optimism 
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in moments of doubt; Elizabeth Barnum, Amanda Mills and Dan Thornton, for all that you do to 
assist international students; Leslie Lerea for helping me find my voice and passion as a higher 
education administrator and epitomizing what it means to be a service-oriented leader. 
My research participants: for trusting me with your beautiful, precious stories. Thank 
you for being willing to share your time and energy with me. Your experiences, insights, thoughts 
and feelings as young adults formed the foundation for this project. Your curiosity, formidable 
intelligence, and commitment to care, inspire me and grant me hope that the building of new worlds 
is indeed possible.   
My healers: for being stewards of my healing journey. Thank you to Maureen, Dana, 
Laurel, Ramola, and Erika, for compassionately witnessing and guiding me as I moved through 
and beyond illness and trauma. I now understand the spiritual teaching “that all things work 
together for good, for those who are called according to the purpose of Love”. What a blessing it 
has been to re-discover how to hold this Love.    
My Creator: I have known You by many names, but only by one Love, which exceeds all 
reason, surpasses all intellect, transcends all understanding. May all my endeavors, including this 
dissertation, be in the service of this Love:  
 
In your light I learn how to love  
In your beauty, how to make poems 
You dance inside my chest 
where no one sees you, but sometimes I do 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
The Forest1 
by Sertanya Reddy 
 
Come closer  
so that we can ask you a question: 
Have you fallen yet  
into the shadows 
of this cruel world? 
This world of 
corporations and corruption, 
of exploitation and excess, 
of profit and pain. 
 
Those whose pockets are heavy 
with the clinking of coins 
will try to seduce you  
with their charismatic stories 
about the virtues of capital, 
telling you that you can win in this world, 
if you just work hard enough. 
 
But if you look closer, 
you will see that the glittering gold 
they had promised would be on your horizon 
is the glimmer of broken bones  
of those at the bottom 
who were crushed  
so that those at the top 
could reach higher. 
 
Still, the Big Men and Big Business 
will try to convince you of the glory  
of their ways. 
They will draw on threads  
of desire and greed 
to spin a myth 
                                                 
 
1 This poem was partly inspired by the people and work of the UNC Feminist Geography Breakfast Club as well as 
the UNC FLOCK feminist collective, both of which I was honored to participate in.  
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about the lone hero sailing  
into a future of self-made success.   
But one day you will realize 
that the songs they sang to you, 
of progress and fortune, 
were lullabies of lies 
(and those who are put to sleep 
cannot question the nightmare).  
 
When you wake up  
you will find that your ship has drifted  
into an ocean of isolation, 
because those Big Men and Big Business 
burned all your bridges 
(and those who are alone cannot  
turn nightmares into dreams). 
 
If you succumb to the waves 
in that ocean of isolation 
you will be pounded into dust 
until you crumble into the cracks  
of the dying Earth. 
 
But before you despair, 
come closer still, so that  
we may share a secret with you: 
There are those of us  
who have been blown across the border 
from this cruel world, 
by the winds of revolution 
so that we may plant new seeds. 
 
Lay your weary body  
on this soft soil 
and you will hear the rumblings 
of our roots intertwining, 
holding each other steady. 
From the ground up 
we have grown together, 
pouring water over hopes  
that have thirsted for revival. 
 
Look to our horizon now 
and you will see 
a landscape being nurtured  
of evenness and equality, 
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of community and commitment, 
of justice and joy. 
Upwards and outwards 
we have branched, 
sheltering each other’s visions 
until they are ready to take flight.  
 
 
Come forward  
and fly with us now: 
Let us be the keepers 
of an insurgent forest  
where care blooms 
into life 
with such power  
that even the cruel world 
will be brought to its knees 




Drawing inspiration from youth geographies, and its attendant interests in the spatial 
constitution of youth, their identities, and their agencies, my dissertation explores the lived 
experiences of a group of young adults, from low-income communities in North Carolina, who 
participate in global education programs. The initial catalyst for this research were my own 
experiences of global education as a young adult who grew up in a working-class neighborhood 
of South Africa, and my interest in making sense of the strange chasm that seemed to exist between 
the international experiences I lived, breathed, cried, and laughed through on the one hand, and the 
academic analyses of global education in the pages of journals and books on the other. In 
describing her challenging transition to college as a working class daughter of a coal miner, 
geographer Rachel Saltmarsh writes: 
I witnessed middle-class men lecturing on such subjects as class, labor relations, inner 
cities, and so on. This made me realize that academics often knew little about what they 
talked about. It wasn’t just that, though; it was the way they talked about the people or 
communities concerned. They showed no thought or knowledge of these people’s day-to-
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day struggles, their lives, their tragedies. Lectures just seemed as if they were words flying 
at me, over me, empty, hollow, uncaring, unfeeling (2001: 143).  
I am struck by the disjuncture that can appear between the everyday lives of ordinary 
people, particularly those on the margins due to their race, class, gender, disability, citizenship and 
so on, and the theorizations present in scholarly work which appear “empty, hollow, uncaring, 
unfeeling”. Early on in my doctoral studies, I was gripped by a desire to pursue a line of inquiry 
that would be marked by care, although I did not frame it as such at the time, lacking back then a 
comprehensive understanding of feminist theorizations. All I knew, in the midst of my day-to-day 
struggles of transitioning into life in America as a young South African Indian woman, was that I 
wanted to feel a sense of connection with others, and, ultimately, to be cared for. I attempted to 
fold myself over and over, like a cut-out paper doll, into a two-dimensional academic subject to 
perform, achieve, succeed, to fulfil the ambitions which I thought had brought me here to this 
distant place (only to later discover that these ambitions belonged to capitalism, not to me). I felt 
embarrassed about my deeply-felt need to be connected to others, and I now realize that many 
young adults carry a sense of shame as they find themselves yearning for care, especially when 
experiencing the vulnerability of unfamiliar situations. Yet their existence in a neoliberal world 
neither acknowledges nor legitimizes dependencies with and on others.  
It seemed that the other students who entered graduate school with me were meaningfully 
occupied with building a research agenda, choosing the best courses for their academic trajectory, 
chasing after professors for their doctoral committees, and generally achieving a productive 
academic existence. I, meanwhile, felt overwhelmed by the seemingly innocuous, mundane tasks 
of everyday life, such as buying groceries, walking to and from campus, or applying for a social 
security card. Moving to America was “a violent break with everything that was familiar to me”, 
such that even the banal activities of an ordinary existence became rather terrifying (Saltmarsh 
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2001: 145). Will I run out of food in the next few days, since there is no store nearby and I don’t 
have a car? How can I walk home alone at night, like everyone keeps telling me to do, when I grew 
up in a place where a woman is raped every four minutes? How do I financially survive over the 
next two weeks since my stipend is on hold until I receive my social security card? I look back 
now and wonder if these questions circulating in my mind were perhaps overly dramatic, but then 
I am reminded of the vortex of loneliness that I felt myself spiraling into during my first few weeks 
in America. It is easy to feel slightly hysterical when you are afloat in a new place, without solid 
connections to others. During my first week here, still jet-lagged and dizzy with the newness of 
everything, I was unable to access my apartment one evening as the lock on the door had broken. 
As I stood on the foreign steps, of a foreign building, in a foreign country, I felt myself choking 
back fear because I did not know what to do or who to call, and I didn’t even have a working phone 
(because, damn, it is difficult to buy a new phone in America when you’re not American). That 
moment of desolation was marked by a feeling of being utterly alone, consumed by the darkness 
of neoliberalism which projects shadows, telling us we are adrift in an ocean of isolation.      
 The truth is, I was not saved from drowning in that ocean by becoming a better swimmer. 
I was rescued by other people. It was only through the blossoming of connections that I began to 
settle into this new space – my advisor (amongst countless other modes of care) took me grocery 
shopping, fellow graduate students drove me to the social security office, and new friends told me 
that it was fine for me to call them if I was locked out of my apartment again. My early days in 
America planted a seed in my spirit, a longing to reflect on how my global trajectory from South 
Africa to North Carolina (with a one year stint in Scotland in between) had shifted something, 
many things, in my emergence as a young adult subject. My experiences point us in the direction 
of multiplicity. To be sure, our global world is teeming with Big Men and Big Business, with false 
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lullabies of success and individual ambition and fortune, and threatens to drown many of us in the 
neoliberal ocean of isolation. It appears, however, to also be flourishing with care, relations of 
support, intimacies and intricacies woven through with love.  
 And so this is how I stepped into studying young adults, higher education, the global, and 
neoliberalism. The seed of interest planted by my own global trajectory bloomed into a full 
research project on the global educational experiences of young Americans who have traditionally 
been underrepresented in higher education. As researchers, especially those of us still cutting our 
teeth in graduate school, we are reticent about theorizing how and why we choose our particular 
projects, instead reserving all our intellectual labor for exploring the topic itself, while ignoring 
the roots from which it originated. Yet, like Janice Monk, “early in my career as a geographer, I 
learned that professional and personal worlds were intertwined” (Monk 2001: 167). Like numerous 
feminist scholars before me, I realized that my story was as much a part of this project as those of 
my research participants.  
 However, the more I encountered my participants’ testimonies of global education, and 
dwelled on my own, the less resonance I felt with most of the current literature on global education. 
It appeared to often articulate a tired and repetitive narrative, of young adults reaching out to 
consume the global as part of the neoliberal project to transform oneself into an economically 
productive and successful individual. The neoliberal was present in the lives of the students I 
worked with, to be sure; yet the experiences I was bearing witness to in my research were also 
filled with the complex minutiae of being young, of simply being human: being afraid to leave 
home while also yearning to escape; political and ideological conflicts with parents; feeling out of 
place as a working-class student on a privileged and prestigious campus; articulating the pain and 
fear and pride in being African-American in a racially-violent world; falling in love and building 
7 
friendships; being chronically ill and facing the possibility of death; pursuing a meaningful career 
after college; growing up in a trailer park and having to sometimes miss a meal; being carried on 
the backs of others due to the challenges of disability; exploring ancestral spirituality; caring 
deeply for and about others.  
 And yet these multiple stories and experiences remain largely invisible in many discussions 
on global education. The youthful body is frequently framed as an economic subject in the current 
literature, intent on accumulating capital, resulting in neoliberalism dominating academic 
discourses of global education. My research strives to address the rupture that often appears when 
cold, disembodied intellectual analyses of global education fail to attest to the lived experiences 
of young people making their way through the world. Specifically, my research builds an analysis 
based on three broad questions2: 
1. In what ways do identities and their intersectionalities (such as being a student of color, 
being low-income, being disabled) inflect young people’s global experiences? 
2. What types of temporal framings emerge as significant in students’ global education 
experiences? 
3. What forms of agency can be witnessed in students’ global education experiences? 
 
In exploring these questions, I make use of autobiographical poetry and prose throughout 
my dissertation because the initial seed for this project germinated within my own deeply-felt, 
fully-lived, heart-opening, body-pulsating experiences of global education. I felt, both back then 
and even more today, that my global experiences could not be reduced to a simplistic desire to 
generate financial capital. And neither could they be adequately made sense of without a 
                                                 
 
2 These questions are explained and explored in greater detail in the next chapter. 
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consideration of my conglomeration of fears, hopes, dreams, and various forms of relationality, 
which gave rise to my global experiences, and which were constantly inflected by the specifics of 
my body as a brown, South African woman.  I certainly do not claim that my experiences can 
speak for or represent my research participants. Rather, my embodied knowledge - that my 
encounters with the global are not adequately explained by the workings of neoliberalism alone – 
was the first step in compelling me to seek new theorizations for making sense of young adults 
and global education.   
Structure of the dissertation 
In the next chapter (Theoretical Background), I trace the current theorizations that 
dominate work on global education, most notably what I refer to as the neoliberal narrative. This 
chapter explains the neoliberalized citizenship ideals that are transposed onto young bodies in the 
context of global education, as students come to be imagined as dutiful state subjects who must 
secure the capitalist future. This neoliberal narrative suffers from three major ahistorical 
assumptions: it erases students’ lived histories by disembodying them, it privileges a futurity bias 
resulting in a denial of other temporalities in young lives, and it ignores the agencies of young 
people by perpetuating a myth of the inevitability of a neoliberal future. In the latter half of the 
chapter, I examine how adopting a youth geographies framework, with its emphasis on taking 
young people seriously as agentic subjects, is helpful in addressing these ahistorical assumptions. 
I end the chapter by outlining three research questions which draw attention to the identities, 
temporalities and agencies of young adults, as a means of broadening the conversation in global 
education to account for the many other goings-on, beyond the purely neoliberal, in young people’s 
lives as they travel abroad.   
In Chapter 3 (Methodology), I outline the research context in which this project is 
empirically based, the Opening Access initiative at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
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Hill. I briefly examine the methodological tools used to gather data with students on this initiative, 
most notably in-depth interviews. I end the discussion by providing a few reflections on the 
feminist epistemologies underpinning this research and my subsequent decision to make use of a 
strong autobiographical voice in my work. I make brief but particular reference to feminist 
geographies and the work of black feminist scholars who inspired and emboldened my choice to 
include personal poetry in my dissertation as a way of methodologically disrupting masculinized, 
neoliberalized modes of knowledge production.         
Chapters 4-7, the data sections, form the bulk of my dissertation. Each of these four 
chapters is built around a major issue or theme that commonly appeared across the interviews I 
conducted with students. The chapters begin with an autobiographical reflection, aligned with the 
particular theme, drawn from my own global education journey. The student narratives that follow 
thereafter are presented as vignettes. While length limitations prevented me from including 
descriptions of every student’s experiences, those presented in the data chapters have been selected 
as exemplars of each theme.  
In the final chapter (Insights and Conclusions), I examine how and why young people’s 
experiences of global education spill over the parameters of the neoliberal narrative, illustrating 
the ways in which neoliberalism alone does not suffice as an adequate explanation for how young 
people participate, create, question and re-make their global education. I suggest that being 
attentive to identities, temporalities and agencies allows room for us to witness the relationalities 
and the multiplicities of global education. By engaging in this act of witnessing, we are able to 
train our analyses of global education upon details that reveal different processes, dynamics and 
outcomes of young life in a global world than those discussed in the current literature. I propose 
the notion of ‘global conjunctions’ as a helpful means of re-imagining young adults as active co-
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creators of global spaces, rather than as passive manifestations or disembodied victims of 
globalization. By suggesting simultaneity and co-occurrence, global conjunctions acknowledges 
the ways in which youthful bodies become the sites of numerous meetings-up, collisions and 
ruptures as they accept, reject, negotiate and re-work the various demands and expectations placed 
on them as they navigate their way through a global world. In doing so, young people are capable 
of re-organizing time and space in ways which are not those supported or predicted by 




Moving to Scotland 
by Sertanya Reddy 
 
When I was twenty-three  
I announced to my family that  
I was leaving South Africa 
to further my education  
in a cold and windswept country. 
 
I assumed my grandmother  
would be disappointed  
that I had chosen  
a Master’s degree over matrimony  
(because everyone in Durban knows  
that a good Indian girl  
should be married  
before the age of twenty-five).  
 
Born in 1924,  
my grandmother made it  
as far as fifth grade 
before the white men leading our country 
and the Indian men leading our family 
told her that her place  
was in the kitchen 
not the classroom.  
 
I was seven  
when Mandela walked  
us all the way to freedom. 
But my grandmother’s eyes  
clouded by cataracts  
and oppression 
had seen seventy years already  
and her life had been consumed  
by cooking and cleaning and  
scrubbing and sweeping. 
 
So how could she understand  
the desires of my intellect 
my longing to touch  
the pages of old books  
in faraway libraries? 
What could she know  
of the ideas percolating  
in my mind 
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when all her time  
had been spent brewing cups of tea  
for other people?   
 
But on the day of my departure  
she pulled me aside 
and with a fierceness  
in her voice  
which had not been diminished  
by the darkness of her times  
she told me:  
‘‘Go do this 
my darling  
for when you  
have an education  
that is something  
that no one can take from you 
not even a man’’.   
 
And then it seemed  
as if all the waters  
of the Indian Ocean 
along whose shores  
I had grown up 
poured out of my eyes  
as I wept in shame. 
For I no longer knew  
why I was crossing continents  
in the pursuit of knowledge  
when the wisdom of the whole world 
was standing in front of me 




Moving to America 
by Sertanya Reddy 
 
When I was twenty-five  
I announced to my family  
that I was leaving South Africa  
once again  
to further my education  
this time in the hallowed hallways  
of the American academy.  
 
As I stood at the departure gates  
I did not know how to  
disentangle my fingers  
from my father’s hand 
or how to let go  
of my mother’s arm  
curled around me  
like a vine on a tree. 
 
My previous imaginings  
of what this moment would feel like 
wilted. 
I had envisioned myself soaring  
into America  
the Land of Dreams 
but instead  
I found that the past  
would travel with me  
on this journey. 
 
There in the airport  
I swallowed  
the heaviness of history 
tasting the salt  
of my parents’ tears – 
both their longing  
for me not to go 
and their exultation  
that I could go 
on a voyage  
which had never  
been visible  




Like so many others  
they stood on the brink  
of adulthood  
when the country fell  
into the abyss  
of Soweto 19763.   
 
As I lifted my luggage  
I felt the weight  
of their broken generation  
all their splintered dreams  
and fractured possibilities. 
 
At that moment  
I crossed  
the threshold of time 
molded by a century  
of brown hands  
to be a vessel  
deep enough 
to carry forward  
the hopes of so many.   
 
Sitting on the plane 
bracing against take-off 
I felt the spirit  
of my great-great-great  
grandmother  
take flight too  
and I prayed  
that I could be  
half as brave  
as she must have been 
when she was thrown  
as a girl 
on board a British ship  
from southern India  
to southern Africa  
by an Empire  
creaking under  
the immensity of  
its greed. 
 
                                                 
 
3 The Soweto Uprising occurred in June 1976 when South African police opened fire and brutally slaughtered hundreds 
of children and young adults who were peacefully protesting the apartheid regime. 
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She whispered to me then 
that in the days ahead  
when I was lost  
in shadows of doubt  
or falling  
through the void  
of loneliness in America  
that I would draw strength  
from those who had  
walked before me  
who had walked so far  
and for so long 
so that I could  
fly.   
 
And as the plane left  
the Earth far below 
I was closer to the sun  
than anyone in my lineage  
had been before. 
And I longed to  
sanctify their sacrifices 
by writing their names  
in gilded letters  





CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
This chapter reviews the theoretical fields that have inspired my research; specifically, the 
broad body of work that comprises studies of global education, and the critical engagements of 
childhood and youth geographies. I begin by identifying dominant framings of global education, 
namely the peace narrative, the securitization narrative, and the neoliberal narrative. I argue that 
these narratives can be read as contestations over the youthful body as a site of citizenship ideals. 
By drawing on some key insights derived from the sub-field of geographies of education, I 
highlight the erasure of the student voice as the major limitation of these global education 
narratives. Finally, I turn to youth geographies as a means of theoretically situating this project as 
a form of youth-centered work that is desperately needed to develop new insights on global 
education.  
In examining the role of study abroad in higher education, Perry and colleagues write that 
“Today's graduates are critically dependent on an interconnected world, and universities have a 
responsibility to promote global mindedness, to provide greater employment opportunities for their 
graduates, and to respond to political calls for enhanced national security” (2016: 754). Statements 
such as these produce three narratives that have emerged over the last few decades in relation to 
global education: first, the peace narrative, where global education is a manifestation of the desire 
to create a sense of global connectedness and international peace; second the securitization 
narrative, where global education becomes framed as a mechanism for maintaining the safety of 
the nation state in a threatening global world; third, the neoliberal narrative, where global education 
is regarded as a vehicle for ensuring students are employable in a global market. The first and 
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second narratives are important for understanding the history from which global education 
emerged. However, I give the most consideration here to the third narrative of neoliberalism as it 
is the dominant discourse present in discussions on global education.  
Peace and security: global visions 
In the tumultuous post-World War I geopolitical landscape, the world reeled from the 
brutal impacts of global conflict. It was in this context, brimming with concerns about preventing 
future international disagreements and violence, that the Institute for International Education was 
established, armed with a mission to foster global peace and tolerance (Dolby and Rahman 2008). 
As state leaders and the international community sought a means of ensuring that nations would 
never be at war again, the foundations were laid for the imaginary of a global humanity and 
international connectedness. This “pacifist discourse” created a vision of cross-cultural education 
as the tool for building a new sense of understanding between nations (Frey and Whitehead 2009). 
If countries were made up of educated citizens with intercultural knowledge of those different from 
them, then international violence could be avoided. The legacy of this imaginary can still 
occasionally be observed in current writings on global education, particularly by practitioners who 
believe in the potential of activities such as study abroad to produce global citizens who possess a 
sophisticated understanding of international diversity and intercultural awareness, so as to create 
a more tolerant global community (Lewin 2009; Nolan 2009).  
The securitization narrative in global education emerged, in contrast, in the midst of Cold 
War animosity and growing suspicions about communism as an international threat. The United 
States invested in the establishment of area studies programs to develop more detailed 
understandings of other countries, with the purpose of protecting its own national borders while 
attempting to ensure that democracy prevailed as the main form of governance in other parts of 
the world (Frey and Whitehead 2009). Post-9/11, this securitization narrative was bolstered, 
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becoming starkly visible in political circles. In the upsurge of nationalistic interests and fears about 
the ‘Other’ that followed the terrorist attacks in New York, study abroad became seen as a ‘national 
priority’, with knowledge of other languages and cultures framed as essential weapons in 
America’s battle to strengthen its homeland security and protect its borders (Kolb 2009). 
Geographers have referred to this framing of global education as ‘strategic cosmopolitanism’, 
suggesting that the consumption of global capital, in the form of learning foreign languages and 
developing a detailed understanding of other cultural contexts, “reflects a neoconservative return 
to an obsession with national security and risk” (Mitchell 2007: 709). Fear mongering about global 
terrorism by politicians in the George W. Bush administration heightened the desire to deploy 
intercultural knowledge as a means of maintaining the safety of the nation state, leading some 
scholars to bemoan study abroad as “allowing for the interests of U.S. foreign policy to be 
articulated through the specious rhetoric of global universality” (Zemach-Bersin 2007: 17). 
The shadow of the neoliberal  
While the securitization narrative can be regarded as an expression of America’s fears that 
it may be conquered by the outside world, the neoliberal narrative is an articulation of America’s 
anxieties that it is ill-equipped to dominate the outside world itself, by being unable to compete in 
the global economy. Global opportunities become seen as vital components of higher education, 
in order to enhance the employability of young Americans in a globally competitive labor market. 
The neoliberal narrative is the framing I attend to the most here, because it is the storyline which 
dominates the current literature on global education. As I trace the major themes in this literature, 
it will become evident that the shadow of neoliberalism looms in the background of many of these 
discussions, sometimes intentionally and quite often not. One of the challenges of providing a 
succinct and coherent discussion here is that work on global education has no clear disciplinary 
home, emerging instead from academic fields as diverse as political science, geography, 
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anthropology, business studies, psychology, and educational studies. Aside from a widespread 
interest in global education and its causes, impacts and implications, the reason for this lack of 
disciplinary roots is due to the fact that “research in internationalization in higher education 
emerges essentially from what began as a field of professional practice” (Dolby and Rahman 2008: 
684). The contemporary profession of international education appeared as universities increasingly 
found themselves pressurized to internationalize their campuses and curricula, in order to prepare 
their students to be economically competitive in a global world (Qiang 2003). While 
internationalization strategies can manifest in a multitude of ways, including universities having 
branch campuses in other countries or developing transnational research collaborations, one of the 
main manifestations of the internationalization of higher education is international student mobility 
(Altbach and Knight 2007). The movement of students across global borders can take the form of 
short-term experiences, such as study abroad programs, or long-term endeavors, such as a student 
seeking their full degree in another country (King, Findlay and Ahrens 2010).  
Research on international student mobility has been especially concerned with examining 
the major motivations behind these global movements (Prazeres 2013). From an institutional 
perspective, working papers and industry reports describe the economic factors that lead to 
universities wanting to attract and recruit international students and study abroad visitors, framing 
students in relation to ‘market growth’ and ‘market demands’ (Verbik and Lasanowksi 2007). 
Students participating in global education become valued as a lucrative source of revenue, 
“integral to the financial health of higher education institutions” (Choudaha and Chang 2012: 5). 
With their focus on the production of labor that can meet the needs of global networks of value 
production, the logics of neoliberalism are central to these particular institutional framings of 
student mobility. In a similar neoliberal vein, studies which identify the reasons that young people 
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should seek an educational experience beyond the borders of their home focus on global education 
as a vehicle through which youthful bodies can be prepared for a life of global competitiveness. 
This literature positions education abroad as a key avenue through which students can become 
‘internationalized’, which is framed as a means to secure success in a globalized labor market. 
Possessing global experience is perceived to be a form of social capital which widens students’ 
career opportunities (Findlay et al 2012). Educational research on study abroad investigates the 
potential of global programs to inculcate intercultural competencies in students, since these are 
viewed as necessary skills to prepare young people for achievement in a global world (Bennett, 
Folet and Fozdar 2013, Covert 2014, Root and Ngampornchai 2013, Sample 2013).  
While it is not always explicitly stated in the literature, the current work on global education 
often implicitly links the education of young people with the future prosperity of the nation state. 
This sentiment is visible in blunt statements such as the following: “if U.S. companies of all sizes 
are to succeed in overseas markets, they require employees with knowledge of foreign languages 
and cultures, as well as overseas experience” (Kolb 2009: 49). Here, global education is perceived 
as a means of securing and maintaining the economic reproduction of America, such that global 
competitiveness is equated with the survival of the state: “With economics and markets more open 
than ever before, Americans can no longer afford an isolationist posture” (Kolb 2009: 50). These 
more overt neoliberal statements align the educational experiences of young people with the needs 
of the nation, such that global education becomes seen as a vital cog in the machine of America’s 
global power and prosperity: “without the cross-cultural skills needed to stay on top, Americans 
are a threat to the success and viability of their own country […] an internationally ignorant 
citizenry is a risk the U.S. cannot afford to take in the globalized age” (Zemach-Bersin 2007: 17-
18). 
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Over the last decade, geographers have made a modest but important contribution to the 
study of students’ international mobilities, through their critiques of the neoliberal underpinnings 
of current global education practices. This geographic scholarship has acknowledged that the 
educational (and future economic) capital generated through global opportunities largely remain 
available to the privileged elite, usually upper-class white students (Findlay et. al 2012; King, 
Findlay and Ahrens 2010). Critical geographers such as Katharyne Mitchell have lamented global 
education practices as producing “market-oriented, culturally savvy, liberal subjects” (Mitchell 
2007: 709), which transform students into “the new, superior foot-soldier of global capitalism” 
(Mitchell 2003: 400). And while other geographers have endeavored to highlight the more 
relational aspects of global education by examining the transnational networks of assistance that 
make global education possible (Beech 2015; Carlson 2013; Collins 2008), they have also 
critiqued these relationships as perpetuating the social reproduction of privilege amongst wealthy 
students (Brooks and Waters 2010, Waters 2006). However, while the more critical work by 
geographers has critiqued the capitalist agenda of global education, it has also served to validate 
the neoliberal narrative as inevitable, by assuming that economic intentions and financial 
accumulation, while deplorable, are by default at the heart of young people’s global education 
experiences.     
Young bodies and citizenship ideals 
While each of the narratives described above appear quite separate from each other, they 
possess similar tendencies in their desire to manage difference in the global world: difference must 
be understood to ensure peace; difference must be understood to secure national borders; 
difference must be understood to accumulate capital. In a global world of different countries, 
cultures, customs, languages, religions, and ideologies, where anxieties abound about the 
unknown, difference becomes framed as something that needs to be brought under control. I argue 
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here that each of these narratives of global education proposes a particular vision of the ideal 
youthful citizen, as a means of managing this difference. In the peace narrative, young people are 
positioned as tolerant citizens, who are capable of engaging in intercultural interactions with 
respect. Here, the global world is imagined as being brought under control through the peaceful 
actions of young people who embrace diversity as a means of avoiding violence. In the 
securitization narrative, young people are positioned as military citizens, who are capable of 
deploying intercultural skills in the service of protecting national borders. Here, the global world 
is imagined as being brought under control through the combatant knowledge of young people 
who patriotically seek to preserve the state from perceived external threats. In the neoliberal 
narrative, young people are positioned as economic citizens, who are capable of utilizing their 
global awareness and experiences as a means of ensuring competitiveness in international labor 
markets. Here, the global world is imagined as being brought under control through the capital 
accumulation of young people whose financial success maintains the prosperity of the nation.    
In all three narratives of peace, security, and neoliberalism, geopolitical demands are 
transposed onto the youthful body in the form of citizenship ideals. By citizenship ideals, I mean 
imaginaries of the kind of subjectivities that young people should embody in relation to the state. 
At various points throughout the history of global education, young people have been imagined as 
particular kinds of subjects: the tolerant subject, the militarized subject, and the economic subject. 
Education, specifically in this case global education, is perceived as the space in which young 
bodies can be inscribed with these citizenship values, where they can be molded into these 
idealized subjectivities. The youthful body becomes the site of hope for the global future to be 
made knowable. 
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An extra moment should be taken here to explicate how the global future is imagined in 
relation to the idealized young economic subject, as the neoliberal narrative is currently the most 
pervasive discourse in global education circles.  On the one hand, the neoliberal narrative suggests 
that young people must equip themselves to survive the global world, placing the onus on them as 
individuals to take care of themselves. This self-interested responsibility has not gone unnoticed 
by geographers who have commented on how “young people are increasingly viewed as the 
inheritors of a ‘risk society’, responsible for their own uncertain futures [...] these discourses 
produce an ideal student-subject who skillfully navigates an uncertain world and creates his/her 
own future success” (Cairns 2013: 338). Geographers have traced how the decline of the welfare 
state has altered the conditions of being young, as students find themselves growing up in a time 
where the state cannot be relied upon for the provision of basic needs or for the necessary 
economic, social and political structures that enable youth to transition to adulthood (Jeffrey 2009, 
Jeffrey 2010, Jeffrey and McDowell 2004, Katz 2004, McDowell 2002). The shifting of social 
reproduction from the state to the individual, means that higher education is seen as the space in 
which youth must equip themselves with essential cultural and social capital to thrive in a 
competitive world (Davidson 2008, Fong 2011).  
However, while youth are expected to embody the individualistic ideals of neoliberalism 
by focusing on their self-interested success, there are also collective demands placed on them, as 
claims are made to their bodies to secure the future by both their families and the state, that exceed 
the level of the individual. Armoring young people with layers of cultural and educational capital 
forms part of social reproduction strategies deployed by families to ensure that their children can 
provide for them in the future (Anagnost 2008). At the same time, ensuring that young people have 
the ability to accumulate capital forms part of national visions for the state’s progress in a global 
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economy (Pimlott-Wilson 2017). As both nation states and households grapple with finding a firm 
footing in the uncertain global market, national hopes, fears and anxieties about the time to come 
are transferred to youthful bodies. Cindi Katz refers to this as the “spectacle of childhood”, where 
youthful bodies become “a site of accumulation, commodification, and desire, in whose name 
much is done” (2008: 5). Using the term ‘hothouse children’, she argues that the current obsessions 
with equipping young people with educational credentials and marketable skills is a response to 
the insecurities of globalization. By cultivating a youthful subject who is flexible enough to bend 
to the shifting demands of neoliberalism, states and families transfer responsibility to young people 
to manage the global world: “the individualized investments in children as accumulation strategies 
are realized socially through some inchoate sense or fantasy wish-dream that they actually will 
‘save the world’ or at least save us from ourselves and the consequences of our actions or 
inactions” (Katz 2008: 12).  
The global education literature can therefore be read as a series of contestations over the 
youthful body. Historically, the peace and securitization narratives were examples of how the state 
envisioned the ideal youth citizen. Currently, much of the work on global education either 
perpetuates an economic vision of the globally savvy youth citizen, or critiques this neoliberal 
vision as a manifestation of the capitalist society which produced it. However, I want to propose 
here that these various visions, narratives and critiques all suffer from similar assumptions about 
youth. Whether for the purposes of peace, security or neoliberal survival, these imaginaries all 
make claims about how young people should behave, what they should want, and the ways in 
which they should manage themselves. Even the more critical analyses of global education by 
geographers stem from the imaginaries of adult (and often white and financially privileged) 
scholars articulating concerns about the youthful body. These concerns are shared by scholars 
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outside geography who have decried the use of educational spaces for the production of youth 
subjects who are ‘economic maximizers’ and ‘consumer citizens’ (Lynch 2006), ‘rational 
economic actors’ and ‘privatized citizens’ (Lynch, Lyons and Cantillon 2007) and ‘entrepreneurial 
selves’ (Masschelein and Simons 2002). These critiques, while important and useful, are yet 
another expression of adult anxieties about the state of the youthful body and concerns about the 
type of citizens young people will become.   
Addressing the blind-spot: ahistorical assumptions 
I propose that these adultist conceptions of the youth citizen only offer us a limited part of 
the story of global education. The trouble with the current neoliberal framing of global education 
is that it is rooted in ahistorical assumptions about young people and their experiences. There are 
three ways in which these ahistorical tendencies manifest. First, the neoliberal narrative 
disembodies the youth subject by ignoring identities. Since the focus is on molding (or critiquing 
the molding) of students into one kind of economic citizen, the particularities of their lives as 
young people are lost. As a result, race, class, gender, ability are all removed as facets of students’ 
lived histories. An erasure of their personal and collective pasts takes place as the positionalities 
inscribed onto their bodies are denied through a homogenized conception of what and who the 
youth subject should be. Second, the neoliberal narrative privileges a future-oriented outlook. By 
focusing only on who and what we can make young people into for the purposes of capital, higher 
education becomes framed as a space in which the social reproduction of young people centers on 
crafting them into neoliberal subjects bent on financial success, so as to be dutiful economic 
citizens in their future adult lives. Third, our current framings of global education deny the agency 
of young people by believing in the ineluctability of a neoliberal destiny. Whether global education 
is celebrated or critiqued as being in the service of capitalism, assumptions abound about the 
inevitability of neoliberal ways of thinking, being and acting. Young people’s global experiences 
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are framed only in relation to capital accumulation, and any power on their part to dream up other 
ways of existing in the world are ignored.  
There are alternatives, as evidenced in a small body of work which suggests that, if we are 
willing to look and listen, glimpses of this power and agency can be witnessed. Flanagan (2008), 
for example, has illustrated how young people are active in imagining alternative futures to the 
capitalist destiny handed down to them by adults, where they critique the self-interest of 
neoliberalism and instead consider ways to engage in relations of justice and collectivity with 
others. Similarly, Cheng’s (2014) research with youth in elite educational settings in Singapore 
demonstrates young people’s agency, as the students find everyday ways to resist the neoliberal 
pressures placed on them to compete and succeed (see also Cheng 2016). Narratives such as these, 
of young people critically thinking and questioning, exerting agency and power, are sorely lacking 
in global education because we have been wedded to a limited perception of what the youth citizen 
can look like. Next, I draw inspiration from youth geographies as a theoretical means of expanding 
these perceptions. A youth geographies framework can assist us in addressing the ahistorical blind-
spots described above, thereby allowing room for new questions about global education to be 
posed. 
Deep listening and youth geographies  
In the midst of the narratives about global education perpetuated by the state, institutions, 
and families, what do young people themselves think, feel and believe? In the swirl of debates 
about the ideal youth citizen, what would we hear if we listened to student voices? Youth 
geographies offers a robust center from which to approach questions such as these. Emerging from 
the feminist scholarship which bloomed in the 1980s, academic work on children and young people 
arose as part of a greater push to pay critical attention to groups in society which had thus far 
received marginal consideration by scholars (Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson 2011).  It was in this 
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context that the ‘new social studies of childhood’ appeared, advocating for a new framing across 
the social sciences of young people and children, who up until that point had been disregarded as 
worthy of study. This new approach was anchored in three theoretical propositions: first, childhood 
and youth are social constructions rather than natural categories; second, in addition to age, the 
lives of young people need to be understood from the perspective of other intersecting social axes 
of difference, including race, class and gender; third, young people are active, creative agents, who 
are worthy of academic study in their own right (James and Prout 1990). The new social studies 
of childhood therefore unsettled universalized notions of the youth subject, critiquing the linearity 
of static and fixed models of child development offered by earlier youth theorists such as Piaget 
and Erikson. 
Over the last two decades, geographers have played a pivotal role in taking up the ideas 
espoused by the new social studies of childhood, through their contribution of a spatial lens to 
these debates, highlighting the significance of place and space in young lives (Holloway and 
Pimlott Wilson 2011). Early work sought to uncover the ways in which “children are invisible on 
the landscape”, with the failure of the built environment to cater to the needs of children and young 
people being seen as a reflection of society’s failure to take youth seriously as citizens and social 
subjects (Matthews and Limb 1999). Geographers endeavored to address the lack of youth 
perspectives, not only in academic work but in the realm of policy-making, by providing room for 
young people’s opinions to be heard. Scholarship on youth geographies therefore prioritizes deep 
listening, by offering room for young people’s thoughts, feelings and experiences to be articulated. 
One of the central ways in which youth geographies has shifted the theoretical framing of 
the youth subject is by challenging pervasive discourses of young people as occupying the liminal 
space between childhood and adulthood. Youth have been largely understood as existing in a time 
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of ‘becoming’ as opposed to ‘being’ (Evans 2008). Geographers have critiqued the assumptions 
inherent in traditional youth studies that young people are significant only in terms of their 
movement toward adulthood, their ‘becoming-ness’ as future grown-ups. Instead, they have called 
for more focus on young people’s ‘being’ in the world, that is, their present realities as active, 
agentic subjects (Worth 2009). This focus on youth as full agents in their own right, rather than as 
incomplete subjects simply on their way to adulthood, requires scholarship which focuses directly 
on the views and experiences of young people themselves, rather than institutional or adultist 
discourses of what young people are assumed to be (see the edited volume by Holt 2011). 
Since the early days of youth geographies, research has been conducted on the everyday 
spaces of young people (see Skelton and Valentine 1998), inspired by feminist philosophies of 
attending to the seemingly banal, embodied and affective realities of the intimate (Horton and 
Kraftl 2006). Sarah Holloway and Gill Valentine (2000) have described the dialectical relation 
between youth and space, the ways in which youth and space co-construct each other, as the 
characteristic feature of geographic work on young people. Thus while the youth subject is 
understood as possessing agency, this should not be mistaken as complete autonomy. Young lives 
are always rooted in particular contexts, circumscribed by specific circumstances and factors. 
Young people are also imbricated in complex patterns of intergenerational relationality, which are 
both shaped by and produce complex spatialities (Hopkins and Pain 2007, Hopkins et al. 2011, 
Vanderbeck 2007). While youth are therefore constituted through social and spatial relations, they 
also exert creativity and agency in producing these social worlds (Holloway 2014). As a result, the 
youth subject must be understood as always under construction.  
Indeed, the major conceptual achievement of youth geographies has been demonstrating 
the limitations of universalized or homogenized conceptions of youth which assume passivity and 
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fixity, and instead replacing these with new framings that emphasize their multiple, agentic and 
relational subjectivities.  Youth geographies offers a useful framework within which to address the 
three ahistorical assumptions of global education outlined earlier. By being grounded in a focus 
on the ‘being’ of young people as opposed to simply their ‘becoming’, youth geographies is 
attentive to the everyday realities of young lives, giving consideration to the minute details of how 
they create their worlds and how their bodies are co-constitutive with space. It has the potential to 
push against the ahistorical assumptions implicit in the neoliberal narrative of global education 
because it rejects the framings of youth as disembodied, only future-oriented, and passive.  
Research questions 
If the ahistorical assumptions and limited neoliberal framings which currently characterize 
global education discussions are the product of adultist discourses and perceptions, what would 
happen if we were to begin with young people instead? To put it simply, this is the key question 
at the heart of this dissertation. Instead of crafting a research project within the confines of adultist 
framings which simply re-trace the same old patterns of neoliberal celebrations or critiques, I 
suggest that new insights into global education can be developed through direct engagement with 
young people instead of assuming intentions, aspirations, beliefs, and views on their behalf. 
Inspired by the philosophies of youth geographies, I propose the following three research questions 
as helpful parameters for this research. Each question is rooted in the desire to provide room for 
the voices of young adults to be heard and valued and for the unique particularities of each of their 
stories to be honored and appreciated. Each question also represents an effort to refute one of the 
three ahistorical assumptions that permeate our current understandings of global education: 
1. In what ways do identities and their intersectionalities (such as being a student of color, 
being low-income, being disabled) inflect young people’s global experiences? 
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2. What types of temporal framings emerge as significant in students’ global education 
experiences? 
3. What forms of agency can be witnessed in students’ global education experiences? 
 
In crafting research questions around young people’s identities, temporalities, and 
agencies, my intention is to address a major limitation in the scholarship on global education, 
namely that “students’ own perspectives are sorely lacking” (Brooks and Waters 2011: 2). The 
discussions circulating in global education perpetuate ideas of what the young citizen should be 
without affording young people the basic recognition of agency. How do young people make sense 
of their own lives and experiences in the context of global education? While much is written about 
how young people are or should be managed as subjects, how do they manage themselves as they 
move through a global world? The tenor of these questions are not confined specifically to the 
study of global education alone, but instead have been slowly reverberating throughout the small 
but burgeoning sub-field of geographies of education. This work acknowledges the importance of 
educational spaces as sites of social significance, worthy of academic study as educational 
transformations represent larger political and economic changes taking place (Collins and 
Coleman 2008, Hanson Thiem 2009). Geographers have demonstrated the ways in which 
educational spaces are key sites of social reproduction, where the complexities and contradictions 
of global capitalism are made material (Holloway, Brown and Pimlott-Wilson 2011, Holloway 
and Jons 2012, Kenway and Youdell 2011). Yet there is now growing concern within geographies 
of education about the absence of student perspectives and the ways in which the presence and 
voices of young people remain “curiously invisible” in this work (Holloway et al. 2010: 586). As 
a result, there have been calls for research which prioritizes student-centered geographies, attesting 
to the lived experiences and views of young people in educational settings (Holton and Riley 
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2013). This dissertation responds to this call by offering a chance to explore the student 
geographies of global education, bearing in mind the significance of doing so: 
Without such student-centered analyses […] work on the political economy of educational 
restructuring risks presenting anemic accounts in which the choices of students are 
overdetermined and prefigured rather than being the outcome of complex social relations 
that occur in specific cultural contexts (Holloway et al 2010: 592). 
In contrast, this research strives to re-claim the student voice as a means of drawing 
attention to the many other things, aside from capital, which have been missed, overlooked or 
denied in work on global education. In the next chapter, I outline how my research context offered 
a helpful empirical opportunity to highlight the views and voices of students in global education. 
I also describe the methodological choices I made to gather data for my dissertation as well as the 
broader feminist epistemological framework guiding this project. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
Research context  
While I knew that the youth geographies approach undergirding this research meant that 
my empirical work would involve direct engagement with students, I also wanted to be intentional 
about the demographics of the students I would be working with. Most students in America who 
go abroad are white (McClure et al. 2010, Salisbury et al 2009) and financially privileged (Calhoon 
et al. 2003, Murray Brux and Fry 2010, Penn and Tanner 2008). In order to begin asking new kinds 
of questions in global education, I focused on a different group of students than those usually 
profiled in the literature in order to challenge the universalizing of global education and to guard 
against homogenizing students’ experiences. My intention was not to fetishize or essentialize 
difference in the lives of young people; instead, by starting with young people whose race or class 
or disability locates them on the periphery rather than as part of the majority in higher education, 
I had the opportunity to consider questions of difference, which have for too long been ignored in 
global education. As a field, geography is marked with several examples of the importance of 
expanding who is included in research4. The value in engaging with underrepresented students 
includes being able to listen to and draw meaning from new voices, in order to provide new 
perspectives on the context of global education, and its challenges, characteristics, and tendencies.   
                                                 
 
4 A few examples include feminist geographies pushing for the inclusion of women as research subjects (Monk and 
Hanson 1982), youth geographies calling for a focus on deaf youth (Skelton and Valentine 2003, Valentine and Skelton 
2003), and black geographies advocating for greater scholarly attention to be paid to the lives and experiences of black 
individuals and communities (McKittrick and Woods 2007).    
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As a result, I chose to conduct my research with the Opening Access initiative at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) as it provided an opportunity to work with a 
much more diverse body of students than is usual in the context of global education. Opening 
Access was established in 2010, housed within the Center for Global Initiatives (CGI) and, as 
defined by Niklaus Steiner, the Director of CGI, the “goal [of Opening Access] has been to have 
the student body that pursues global experiences reflect the student body [at UNC] as a whole. 
And it’s not even close to that, here or anywhere else”. He is referring here to the stark lack of 
diversity within the student population that traditionally has possessed access to global 
opportunities and, as he points out, this trend is not unique to UNC but is instead the national norm. 
In Steiner’s words, Opening Access was therefore established with the mission of “ensuring that 
every UNC student who wants a global experience gets it”. This is based on the recognition that 
many students who wish to pursue global opportunities during their time in higher education, from 
studying and volunteering abroad to research projects and internships in other countries, are simply 
not able to do so due to a multitude of barriers.   
Amongst these barriers, limited finances are the most common, which is why one of the 
main activities of the Opening Access initiative is to provide funding to students at UNC who have 
traditionally been underrepresented in global education. The CGI framing of diversity 
encompasses students who have historically possessed limited access to global educational 
mobility, including students with low-income status, students of color, and students with 
disabilities. In addition to providing funding to students, CGI recognizes that lack of access to 
global education is due to long-standing systems which reproduce privilege for some while 
denying opportunities to others. Even seemingly simple acts such as filling out a study abroad 
form or applying for travel funding is recognized by CGI as being rife with inclusions and 
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exclusions, as privileged students possess the social and cultural capital to successfully engage in 
such acts, while historic systems of oppression have resulted in other students not necessarily 
having an equal chance at successfully completing applications. In my own time with students, I 
came across numerous examples of this. I witnessed upper middle class students confidently and 
easily filling out forms to travel abroad with the help of their educated parents or other family 
members who had a personal history of enjoying global experiences. In stark contrast were first-
generation college students who told me of the challenges of having to fill out unfamiliar forms by 
themselves, without parental or familial support. As a result, CGI seeks to provide a more 
conducive environment of support and resources to assist all students at UNC who decide to pursue 
global opportunities, with the Opening Access initiative paying particular attention to smoothing 
global pathways for underrepresented students. The initiative established a working group at the 
outset eight years ago, to draw on the expertise of staff across the campus. The group consists of 
personnel from offices as diverse as housing, residence life, career services, and admissions, with 
the goal being to draw on the insights of higher education administrators who work on the ground 
with students on a daily basis.  
There are three main programs which operate under the Opening Access initiative: the 
Passport to GO! program, the Global Take Off: Puerto Rico program, and the CGI Awards. The 
Passport program was piloted in 2011/2012, when approximately 20 UNC students were provided 
with funding to cover the costs of receiving their first passports. The Passport program has 
provided funding for passports every year since, with 100 students receiving passports last year. 
The eligibility requirements for the program stipulate that only students who are first years or first-
year transfers can apply, and they are required to demonstrate high financial need. In addition to 
removing the financial barrier of passport application costs, the Passport program also supports 
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students in the actual application process. Every year in November, students on the program have 
the opportunity to attend the UNC Passport Drive hosted on campus by the US State Department, 
where they are able to apply for their first passports in an efficient and streamlined environment. 
And for students who for some reason miss the Passport Drive, staff at CGI have often provided 
individualized support by driving or accompanying students to the post office for their passport 
applications and walking them through the entire process. In addition to providing students with 
their passports, the Passport program also requires students to attend a series of events during their 
first year on campus, all of which are geared towards providing the students with the skills they 
may need if they decide at some point during their college experience to engage in global 
educational mobility. These events include grant writing workshops and networking dinners which 
help the students meet faculty, staff, older students and community members who provide helpful 
information about global travel.  
Like the Passport program, the Global Take Off: Puerto Rico (GTO) program is designed 
for first year and new transfer students with high financial need, especially those who may have 
very little travel experience. Since 2015, the GTO program has taken approximately a dozen 
students a year on a fully-funded five day trip to Puerto Rico, the goal being to provide a structured 
and accessible environment in which students can have a first-time global experience. While 
Puerto Rico is of course a territory of the United States, it was chosen as a first-time ‘global’ 
destination for a variety of reasons. First and foremost, a private donor at UNC, who is Puerto 
Rican but now based in North Carolina, donated a $75000 gift to CGI, with the knowledge that, 
while Puerto Rico officially falls within America’s borders, it offers a new experience to students 
who may have never left North Carolina before. Logistically, Puerto Rico works as a destination 
for CGI because it is relatively affordable to travel to and passports are not required to travel there 
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(even with the Passport program, many students with high financial need do not have passports 
during their first year at UNC). Additionally, some of the faculty who were instrumental in setting 
up and leading the GTO program had expertise in Afro-Caribbean research.  Students who had 
never had access to travel opportunities before often communicated their desire to embark on a 
trip which would allow them to visit a new place in a way that felt structured and supported. As a 
result, the GTO program is organized and led by staff and faculty, with each day of the trip being 
formally designed in advance. Each year, the trip has focused on issues of social significance to 
Puerto Rico, its population, and its position within America. Topics of engagement have included 
the African diaspora in Puerto Rico and histories of slavery, America’s imperialist history in 
relation to Puerto Rico, food security, and cultural diversity and artistic expression. Both before 
and after the trip, students attend mandatory information sessions, which not only prepare them 
for the trip practically, but also create an environment in which they are being prompted to think 
critically and ethically about their travels to a new place.          
In contrast to the structured nature of the GTO program, the CGI Awards provides annual 
funding for individual students to embark on their self-designed global experiences. As with the 
rest of the Opening Access initiative, these Awards are intended for underrepresented students 
with little to no travel experience and who demonstrate high financial need. Since credit-bearing 
global opportunities can be funded through financial aid, the CGI Awards prioritize funding global 
experiences which do not carry credit but which a student has framed as being important to their 
intellectual or personal growth, such as internships or research experiences.    
As the program descriptions above suggest, Opening Access is geared towards diversifying 
the students who undertake global education experiences while at UNC. Whether it involves 
providing funding to students who already know where they want to travel, to personally 
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accompanying students to the post office to apply for their passports, to quelling the fear of an 18 
year old who has never set foot on a plane before, the Opening Access initiative is still fairly unique 
in the U.S. in that it represents one of the nation’s few university efforts to formally recognize and 
strategically address the lack of diversity within global education.  
Data collection  
The initial foundations for my data collection started in 2014, when I began building 
connections with CGI’s staff and becoming familiar with their programs. At that time, I also began 
meeting students who participated in their programs, recognizing that nurturing trusting 
relationships with research participants requires both time and patience (England 2002). Between 
2014-2018, I interacted with approximately 75 students by attending orientations, workshops, 
presentations and social events run through the Opening Access initiative. Some of these 
interactions were extremely brief, lasting only a few minutes as I met students at global information 
sessions and lunches and held quick conversations with them; others developed into longer 
exchanges as some students pressed me for the details of my own global education and asked me 
if I had any advice for their own. Through my attendance at these various events, I was able to 
engage in general observations of the students who participated in Opening Access programs, 
paying attention to the kinds of topics students brought up during orientation sessions, the types 
of questions that were commonly asked, what issues seemed of concern to many of them, what 
aspects excited them.  These observations provided early evidence that young adults in global 
education were concerned about far more issues, topics, themes and ideas than those captured by 
the neoliberal narrative. Thus while my own personal experiences of global education sparked an 
interest in moving beyond purely neoliberal framings, my early interactions with students 
corroborated and expanded this process of questioning, encouraging me to pursue a research 
project that delved into the lived experiences of students on global programs.    
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I initially considered designing a variety of creative and participatory methods which are 
often favored by youth geographers as useful vehicles for engaging with young people (see edited 
volume by van Blerk and Kesby 2009). However, it quickly became apparent that, in this particular 
research context, developing and executing such methods would be for my benefit only, as the 
young adults I engaged with were already overloaded with numerous other obligations of college 
life. But what they did want was the opportunity to talk to someone, with several of them telling 
me that having someone listen to their experiences of global education mattered to them. As a 
result, in-depth interviews were used as the main form of data collection for this project. I 
conducted these interviews with 19 students who I had built relationships of trust with and who 
actively wished to participate in the research. The students were all similarly classified within 
higher education as being from low-income families, but aside from this class categorization they 
represented a diversity of backgrounds and identities. They ranged in age from 18 – 24 years old; 
several were first-generation college students; some were students of color; they were almost 
equally split between being male and female identified; a small handful of students had disabilities; 
a few chose to disclose their sexual orientations as queer youth; they were academically diverse, 
majoring in everything from biology and chemistry, to English literature and Spanish linguistics, 
to business studies and exercise science. While I had asked students for 45-60 minutes of time, 
always concerned about their overloaded college schedules, the interviews ranged anywhere from 
one to three hours, as many of the students I spoke with asked to stay longer or to coordinate a 
second meeting.  
Aside from being the methodological means that seemed the most valued for the young 
adults I was working with, I chose to use in-depth qualitative interviews as my primary data 
collection tool since it offers an effective vehicle for capturing the perspectives and experiences of 
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young people, particularly in terms of how they make meaning of themselves and the world around 
them (Marine and Lewis 2014). Meaning-making is particularly relevant in narrative interviews, 
the specific approach I adopted for my interactions with students. Youth geographers have pointed 
out the importance of attending to the “narratives that [youth] construct about themselves and their 
lives as they try to understand their existence and experience as more than an unconnected 
sequence of discrete occurrences” (Vanderbeck and Morse Dunkley 2003: 243). As a result, “a 
narrative approach allows us to grasp a holistic understanding of how experiences are given 
meaning in the context of [young] people’s lives” (Berckmans et al 2016: 516). I understand 
narrative interviews “to be a process of meaning making, a window on the dynamics of 
respondents’ experiences and emotional lives” (Valentine and Sadgrove 2012: 2052). My intention 
was to allow the students to narrate to me aspects of their global education experiences that were 
of significance to them. I made use of guiding questions in each interview as a way to stimulate 
conversation at the start, related to why students had chosen to participate in global opportunities 
and why they had decided to travel to their particular destinations. Aside from that, I took 
advantage of “the unstructured nature of the [narrative] approach” (Reeves 2007: 254) to ensure 
that the delicate intricacies of each student’s narration5 of their global education could emerge. 
Adopting a narrative approach to my interviews meant that the focus was on “what mattered” to 
the students I was working with (Mason 2004). This was a theoretically significant choice because 
it allowed me to begin seeing and hearing issues, topics, themes, desires, aspirations, concerns, 
                                                 
 
5 Throughout my dissertation I often use the terms ‘narratives’ and ‘testimonies’ to refer to the meaning-making 
conversations students produced during my interviews with them. Occasionally, I use the term ‘stories’, as well, purely 
for stylistic reasons (to avoid the constant repetition of terms). The use of the term ‘stories’ is not intended to imply 
that the students’ accounts are fictional/insignificant, nor is it meant in an infantilizing manner.  
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and questions which were central in how these young adults made sense of their global 
experiences, but which are not accounted for by neoliberal framings.  
Each interview was recorded, with the students’ consent, and thereafter transcribed. I then 
combed through the transcripts multiple times, employing a thematic analysis approach by 
identifying major subjects and topics that commonly appeared across the interviews (Braun and 
Clarke 2006). My initial goal with analyzing the interviews was to allow the data to ‘percolate’ in 
my mind. Of course, the data had been brewing for me for an extended period of time, as I was the 
one who directly interviewed the students and transcribed their comments, meaning that my mind 
had been turning their words and ideas over and over again over the course of a few years. I viewed 
the formal transcripts of their interviews as offering another round of steeping myself in their lives 
and experiences, as I searched for connections6 across their stories as well as common insights or 
ideas even when their differences in expression and experience were obvious. While each 
conversation I held with individual students was unique, particular to their set of circumstances 
and global experiences, the key themes that appeared across the interviews formed the basis for 
the data that is presented in the students’ narratives, which are included in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7. 
The student stories presented in Chapters 4-7 were selected as exemplars of the core themes that 
emerged from my interactions with the students in general: leaving home, expansion of the self, 
intergenerational relationships, critical awareness and deep relationality. As discussed in more 
detail in the next section on feminist epistemologies, my own personal experiences seeped out into 
the analysis of the student interviews, as I found resonance with many of their experiences of 
global education and my own international journey. As a result, the four thematic areas identified 
                                                 
 
6 In the Epilogue in the concluding chapter of the dissertation, I engage in a fuller discussion of the significance of 
finding connections, as a form of black feminist praxis and analytics.  
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above emerged not only because I observed them in the student narratives but also because I was 
able to recognize and name them as significant due to my own lived experiences of global 
education.  
In selecting the student narratives as exemplars of each theme in the data chapters, I draw 
inspiration from the “facet methodology” proposed by Mason, an “approach to researching the 
multi-dimensionality of lived experience” (2011:75). Drawing on the metaphor of a gemstone and 
its many facets which reflect light, Mason suggests that “the object of enquiry is envisioned as a 
gemstone with potentially any number of facets” (2011: 78). The task of the researcher is “to create 
a strategically illuminating set of facets in relation to specific research concerns and questions: not 
a random set, or an eclectic set, or a representative set, or a total set” (2011: 77). I do not claim 
that the data presented in the following chapters is representative of all students’ experiences of 
global education, nor are they a random assortment of narratives. Instead, by crafting research 
questions centered on young people’s identities, temporalities and agencies, my intention is to look 
for some of the facets that have been overlooked in current analyses of global education in order 
to move beyond the purely neoliberal and to reflect on how “the entwinement, contingencies, and 
multi-dimensionality of the world” (Mason 2011: 83) refracted by these facets can help us re-think 
our theoretical understandings of young people and the global. Before proceeding to the student 
narratives and theoretical reflections, I include a discussion on the feminist epistemological 
philosophy undergirding my research and my subsequent embracing of autobiographical poetry 
and prose in my dissertation. 
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An African Woman in the American Academy 
by Sertanya Reddy 
 
These ivory men 
in their ivory tower 
look at me with eyes 
which are as narrow  
as their minds. 
And they have tried 
to catch me 
in the nets of their judgements, 
but I am not  
a lifeless brown butterfly  
to be pinned down and labeled. 
My mind is alive  
with bold and bright thoughts  
even if their vision is too dim to see  
beyond the darkness  
of my skin.  
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Feminist epistemologies: re-designing the garment 
Many of my poems included in my dissertation emerged while I was picking up the shards 
after undergoing an unexpected and serious health scare in the middle of my graduate studies. My 
transnational crossings between South Africa, Scotland and America had carried with them a 
deluge of productivity, speed, and general busyness in my life. But illness can be a potent force 
for transformation, bringing to a halt the stability of a normal existence. Despite the difficulties 
presented by ailing health, a struggling body can offer up hidden gifts, amongst them the chance 
to question the nature and direction of our lives. In the midst of wading through the murkiness that 
accompanies health challenges, being bounced between hospitals and various healthcare providers, 
I found myself reflecting on whether the choices I was making about my existence in the academy 
were inevitable, or if I was capable of forging new pathways for myself. I was increasingly plagued 
by a sense of spiritual rupture, the feeling that the Western academy’s system of knowledge 
production was characterized by a neoliberal violence, an oppressive force demanding productivity 
above peace of spirit, success above relationships, and hard work above health. As doctors puzzled 
over my blood tests and offered up complicated diagnoses, I found myself longing for an escape 
from an academic world that too often expected its novices to endure sleepless nights, poor eating 
habits and inordinate amounts of stress7. Added to this neoliberal turmoil was my bitter realization 
that this academic world was never intended for me to begin with, my brown, female, working 
class, foreign body far removed from the idealized white masculine subject lining the hallowed 
hallways of the Western academy. I was constantly reminded of this throughout my global 
education: my fellow students in Edinburgh, with their undergraduate degrees from Oxford and 
                                                 
 
7 Later, I would discover pockets of refuge in the academy, usually helmed by feminist scholars, that enabled me to 
be part of and build alternative experiences of scholarly work, as care-based, joyful, and affirming (see Moss et al. 
2018, Kern et al. 2014).  
44 
Cambridge, informing me that I would need extra help learning how to write well since surely my 
African education had not prepared me adequately for the academy (they were silent when I 
graduated at the top of our class); my Canadian professor in Scotland expressing shock that I had 
received the best grade in his class (apparently African women are not expected to be articulate or 
intellectually capable); white male graduate students in Chapel Hill suggesting I was too caring or 
kind or emotional or sensitive to succeed here (apparently one must be ruthless, cold-hearted and 
disembodied to make it through the academy). In the midst of this neoliberal, neocolonial, 
racialized violence, the final straw came with a more extreme manifestation of violence, as my 
parents and I had our lives torn apart after becoming victims of a random shooting on a cold winter 
night one and a half years ago.  
During this storm of illness, everyday exclusion and marginalization, and trauma, I made 
the choice to spend the last few years undergoing a healing journey. Performing a large amount of 
caring labor for myself and being healed by naturopathic doctors and shamans, contributed to an 
extraordinary physical, emotional and spiritual recovery. In the middle of this healing trajectory, I 
decided that the only way I would be able, or wanted, to continue with my graduate studies was to 
craft an authentic research project. By authenticity, I mean creating work in the academy that does 
not require me to hide, deny, or apologize for my body and all that it represents. As a result, my 
dissertation is deeply informed by feminist epistemologies and methodological philosophies which 
recognize the voice and the body of the researcher as opposed to rendering them invisible. 
Geographers have suggested that feminist inquiry should disrupt traditional positivistic approaches 
which have maintained the hegemony of white men in the academy: “our aim has been not merely 
to spoil the cut of the coat that is geography, but to redesign the garment itself” (McDowell 1993a: 
157, see also McDowell 1993b, Gilbert 1994). One of the main threads sewn through this re-
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designing has been the acknowledgement of the ways in which the presence and positionality of 
the researcher shapes academic work, troubling assumptions of objectivity and the myth of the 
scholar as a detached, disembodied agent (Sharp 2005, Sundberg 2003). Feminist scholars have 
endeavored to remind us that research is relational and embodied, for “we do not parachute into 
the field with empty heads”, nor do we show up with blank bodies (England 1994: 84). Even the 
very topics and research questions we choose to focus on are often influenced by our own 
experiences and concerns, muddying any clear distinctions between the professional and the 
personal (Monk 2001, Staeheli and Lawson 1994). 
The personal and the poetic  
My decision to study global education was of course informed and motivated by the fact 
that my own young adulthood was significantly shaped by the global opportunities that came my 
way, my life fundamentally altered by my movements between three different continents. My 
personal experiences of global education provided the catalyst for this project, encouraging me to 
consider the potential for global education experiences to be more than neoliberal. The fact that 
our personal lives can enable us to approach scholarly topics in new ways can in itself be 
considered a form of autobiographical research (Worth 2008). However, merely recognizing the 
personal roots of my dissertation topic in passing in my Methodology chapter did not seem 
sufficient to me as an adequate explanation of how my body is entangled in this research. I wanted 
to also be able to demonstrate how “personal writing […] opens up pathways to think the world 
differently” (Donovan and Moss 2017: 14). This was not a simple, linear case of my own 
experiences giving rise to my project. Instead, many of the ways in which I now make sense of my 
global education emerged as I interacted with students, talking with them about their time abroad. 
As most of them discussed, for example, the intergenerational structures embroiled with their 
global travels, I came to realize how powerful my own relationships with my elders were in my 
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educational journey. In other words, as the students created meanings of their global education in 
their conversations with me, I found myself reflecting on and creating new meanings for myself 
too.  
As a result, I wanted to be able to include personal reflections about my own global 
education experiences, while being careful to avoid transposing my voice over the students’ 
narratives. In each of the four data chapters that follow, I therefore include a brief autobiographical 
segment prior to the student testimonies, as a means of acknowledging how our stories of global 
education ran alongside each other and, while each narrative possesses its own unique 
characteristics, there are also common themes that can be witnessed across my experiences and 
those of the students.  While including the personal in academic scholarship may be considered 
with cynicism by some, who dismiss it as self-indulgent or lacking critical value, acknowledging 
one’s experiences in the research process can in fact “contribute to a better understanding of and 
provide clearer insight into who we are and where our world has come from” (Moss 2001: 9). The 
autobiographical prose at the beginning of each data chapter is my acknowledgement that “writing 
intimacy is about finessing connections, awareness and attachments to things including each other 
in order to support a wider political project in a manner that resonates with what we find in our 
research” (Donovan and Moss 2017: 4). Like other feminist scholars before me, I sensed a 
responsibility to my research topic because of my personal connections to it (Lawson 2007). I felt 
a desire to make known the intimacies of global education which are often ignored by the 
neoliberal narrative and I take this to be part of a larger political project of how young adult bodies 
come to be understood and imagined.  
While feminist scholars have long called for us to dissolve the ivory tower’s artificial 
boundaries between our research and our being in the world (see Katz 1994), autobiographical 
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writing in an academic context is still a precarious practice. There were moments in writing my 
personal reflections for my dissertation when I experienced the sharp sting of fear that accompanies 
the decision to make oneself vulnerable, to reveal the delicate fabric of one’s mind to the academy. 
I strode forward, nonetheless, with overtly including my voice in this writing, as a small effort to 
answer Gloria Anzaldúa’s call that “we women of color have to stop being modern medusas – 
throats cut, silenced into a mere hissing” (2015: 206). In addition to the reflective prose present in 
the data chapters, I have also intentionally included autobiographical poetry in this dissertation as 
well. Part of the reason for this is because, from childhood, poetry has been the most powerful 
vehicle in my life for the expression of my voice. But I also specifically chose to include a strong 
poetic element in the writing up of my research as part of the feminist praxis of this project. 
Feminist scholars like Gillian Rose (1993) have called on us to question the production of 
knowledge, down to the very words that we use to frame our conceptions of the world. For if that 
is what our research is, not an objective account of an external reality, but a particular framing of 
life, and the processes and people that constitute it, then our words hold power. Rose (1993) 
implores us to consider how we may give life to our academic writing, as an intentional way to 
break with the cold, disembodied prose traditionally lauded in the realms of masculinist 
scholarship. For we must see this as part of our efforts as feminist thinkers to create alternative 
openings, expressions and aesthetics that disrupt the sanitized space of the masculinized academy 
(see Katz 2013).  
I am particularly inspired by the philosophies of black feminist scholars like Audre Lorde 
and bell hooks who honor poetry as a significant feminist intervention in the academy. For hooks, 
poetry provides a momentary but powerful means of stepping back from life in order to reflect on 
it. She describes poetry as ‘sanctuary’ and ‘transcendence’, referring to is as “a space of refuge 
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and quiet and stillness” (hooks 1997: 158). In many ways, this is what my poems felt like, quiet 
moments stolen from the chaos of graduate student life, golden snatches of time in which the 
beauty of language unfurled within me. The words often came to me when my intellectual mind 
had switched off: whispered to me in my dreams; while I was in the shower washing away the 
doings of the day; in prayer and meditation, as I sat in contemplative silence. It was in these 
peaceful instants that the various aspects of my global education journey, indeed of my life, 
dripped from my tongue onto the page; all the feelings in my body, sensations in my heart, desires 
in my spirit, seeping out in the form of poems, blotting over the academic prose I initially assumed 
I should be writing for my dissertation. It was when I read Lorde’s criticism that research too often 
is simply “the academy discussing life within the closed circuits of the academy” (1984: 127), that 
I felt emboldened to include poetry here that bears witness to my everyday relationality, exploring 
the love and loss experienced by ordinary people building life with each other. By including these 
poems I take up Lorde’s suggestion that the poetic enables women of color scholars to re-imagine 
knowledge production as lived and felt experience, not simply intellectual or cognitive, but 
spiritual and emotional as well: “The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black 
mother within each of us -- the poet -- whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free. Poetry 
coins the language to express and charter this revolutionary demand, the implementation of that 
freedom” (1984: 38). 
As part of my theoretical goal of troubling the neoliberal narrative in global education 
scholarship, I make use of poetry as a means of methodologically dismantling this narrative by 
tapping into ways of encountering and being in the world which are beyond the rational. Poems 
are inherently rebellious, breaking with normative expectations of sentence structure, grammar, 
and punctuation. Unlike the too-often sterile and dispassionate style expected in traditional 
49 
academic writing, poetry is bursting with life, always threatening to spill over the edges, to exceed 
the bounds of reason, to burn up the coolness of the intellect within the fires of its unruly form. If 
it is true that “the Master’s tools will never dismantle the Master’s house” (Lorde 2015: 94), then 
in order to question the disembodied economic assumptions often at the center of discussions on 
global education we must be able to express the language of the heart, the words of the spirit, the 
needs of the body, to articulate the things that the machinery of neoliberalism churned up, spat out, 
and left by the wayside in its incessant movement toward progress and profit. For it is poetry which 
“forms the quality of the light within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival 
and change, first made into language, then into idea, then into more tangible action. Poetry is the 





(wisdom from a spirit healer) 
by Sertanya Reddy 
 
Her volcanic fears boiled inside, 
erupting through her pores 
and she drowned in the fires  
of her melting past, 
until the flames  
had licked her clean. 
And in the softness of the ashes 
she started to be made  
anew.  
 
It was then 
that he came to her 
in her dreams,  
to whisper truth 
into her ears, 
“Child, your spirit is ailing  
in this foreign land, 
for too long have you forgotten  
your home”. 
So upwards she leapt 
to pluck the moon  
from her sky.  
And she drank its silver ripeness 
and it sparked the embers 
of her dying bones 
and made her  




CHAPTER FOUR: “BAPTISM BY FIRE”: ON LEAVING HOME 
It is strange how you can die a thousand small deaths. And yet stranger still that you can 
be resurrected repeatedly, burned back into life. That is what leaving home felt like to me, a 
thousand small deaths, a thousand microscopic resurrections. To leave the familiar confines of 
home indeed felt like a type of loss, a letting go of my world which was knowable, a death to any 
stable sense of self. When I left South Africa, first to move to Edinburgh and then to North 
Carolina, my excitement about traveling and exploring as a young adult was accompanied by a 
subtle grief, the sense that I had lost something. Perhaps my mourning was for the cacophony of 
birds and monkeys, unique to Durban, and the honeyed mix of my grandmother’s Hindu mantras 
and my mother’s voice which woke me every morning of my 23 years in South Africa, and which 
could not be found in the urban cold of Scotland’s capital; perhaps my mourning was for the 
existential safety of growing up in a large extended family, always surrounded by the warm hands 
and open hearts of others, a safety which evaporated as I settled into the American South and found 
myself moving through days upon days of loneliness in my initial months here; perhaps my 
mourning was simply for the familiarity of a predictable life, where the parameters were known to 
me - full of landscapes I had seen, voices I had heard, things I had touched, people I had loved - 
parameters that then crumbled when I boarded a plane.  
As my global education journey flung me into new realms, a delicate dislocation took 
place, a feeling of not quite being able to find my footing as this was foreign ground I was standing 
upon. In the ancient hallways of the University of Edinburgh, students, most of them white and 
affluent, spoke of their college years in elite universities, the ivy leagues of the world. I stood 
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slightly outside the circle, nodding and smiling, wanting to find an opening to the conversation, 
desperately longing to have something articulate to say, to match their eloquence, their pedigree, 
their refinement. As they complained relentlessly about a technical glitch in Edinburgh’s online 
registration system that day, I thought of the final time that I had tried to register for a class at my 
college in Durban, when the police were attacking students as part of the latest South African 
political upheaval – an online technical glitch did not seem grounds for complaining, to me. By 
the time I moved to North Carolina, I still did not know how to make all the sharp angles of my 
race and class and foreignness fit into the new spaces I was encountering. I longed to make this 
small Southern town, full of fireflies in the summer and crisp nights in the winter, my home, to 
feel like I belonged as much as my friends who lived here, despite the fact that I looked, sounded, 
and existed worlds apart from them. I wondered, then, if this is what the global had done to me, if 
crossing continents is necessarily predicated upon a slow pulling apart of oneself.  
And yet, looking back now with the wisdom that seems to seep into you during the 
expansion and upheaval of your twenties, I realize that this slow unraveling began long before I 
left South Africa. For when your body represents the periphery you become a savant at border 
crossing. Born in the 1980s, my brothers and I were the last generation to grow up during apartheid 
and subsequently part of the first group of children to attend integrated schools. To be clear, 
‘integrated’ meant that we constituted the very small group of brown and black children who 
entered schools which were designed for ‘whites only’. From the age of three, then, when I entered 
the formal (white) schooling system, my body encountered the complexities of being an outsider: 
the sharp sting of being told by a porcelain-skinned child in pre-school to wash the dirt off my 
body otherwise I would stay brown forever; the heavy shame of hiding the curry that my Indian 
mother had packed for my elementary school lunch, when all the other children were eating peanut 
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butter sandwiches; steeping in embarrassment that I could never invite the other middle school 
girls over to hang out after school because then they would see my crumbling, dilapidated house 
in my crumbling, dilapidated (‘Indians-only’) neighborhood; my volcanic rage that my friends 
could swing their blonde ponytails over their shoulders in the carefree manner afforded by white 
girlhood and dive into the sparkling pools in their backyards, when all I had was a polluted stream 
outside my house that the people down the road without running water used for bathing and 
defecation. This was the price of my ‘privilege’ as a child born on the brink of democracy, the 
serrated edges of my luck at being amongst the first brown children to enter the spaces of ‘a good 
education’ in the new South Africa. The act of being foreign was something I became versed in 
long before I moved to Scotland or America. As a child, I left home every day for school, to stand 
on the edges of other people’s lives, an outsider peering into the gilded existence of others, the 
classist and racialized voyeurism of those on the margins. One can be an immigrant without even 
leaving one’s country. I began crossing borders long before I sat on a plane.   
This experience of stepping into other worlds permeated the stories of the students I worked 
with. Indeed, when speaking about their decisions to take up educational experiences abroad, many 
of them began their narratives of the global by explaining that moving to Chapel Hill for college 
was a journey by itself, complicating any clean and clear understanding of when their global 
education begins and ends. Mobility, the act of traversing new landscapes, is something the 
students engaged in from the moment they step foot on campus. Leaving home as a low-income 
young adult, often from a rural location, to enter an elite university is riddled with a thousand small 
deaths for these students, the constant struggle of being underrepresented due to race and/or class 
at a university where the majority have grown up under the auspices of privilege. In the same 
sentence, students would talk simultaneously of their fears and confusion about entering UNC and 
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traveling to another country, as if both are held in their minds and bodies as foreign spaces, both 
representing the new, the unknown, the distant.  
In the midst of these thousand small deaths are also a thousand microscopic resurrections, 
young adults being burned back into life. The act of being an outsider, of confronting questions of 
exclusion and inequality, can also spark a renewal of the self, an examination of what one holds 
dear, what it means to belong, reflections on how to survive in a society that does not prioritize 
you. As seen in the two student stories that follow, these minute resurrections of the self vary in 
form, from nursing the open wounds of being a poor young adult with the balm of spiritual faith, 
to intellectual examinations of histories of hurt and systems of oppression. Leaving home then, for 
an underrepresented student, to travel first to Chapel Hill and then beyond North Carolina, is 
indeed a baptism by fire, a flaming, swirling mess of feeling out of place and not belonging, and 
yet also an initiation into discovering new ways to maneuver through a harsh and harrowing world. 
Jackson  
“It was baptism by fire”, Jackson says, sighing into the space between us. Slouched in a 
chair across from me, he possesses an air of weariness beyond his 21 years as he shares his thoughts 
about his experience of transferring to UNC from a community college. He seems bent over, 
crushed, his six-foot frame stooped by the burden of confronting the vagaries of class. He describes 
his “overwhelming” first year at UNC, as a first-generation college student, as a “baptism by fire”: 
And it’s been tough, it’s not been an easy transition whatsoever. Especially my first couple 
weeks of school, I’m sitting here looking at the other students, the majority of them have 
parents with degrees, they were expected to read, they were expected to indulge in their 
education and really take it seriously. So I can tell that my foundation is a lot more brittle 
than theirs and so they’re able to stand up and keep moving. And just when people talk in 
class and I’m sitting there like, well, just trying to ingest everything. 
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Growing up in a trailer park as a young white man with limited financial means, Jackson’s 
conversation with me is littered with references to the precarious realities of economic scarcity. 
Raised by parents who never crossed the threshold of a university, he says:  
I know how it is to struggle, I know how it is to not have a meal every evening and a lot of 
people here don’t know that struggle. My background, compared to a lot of people here 
that I’ve met, it’s totally different. And being a Carolina First, I feel a struggle. Like I said, 
they have a foundation and I don’t.  
His concerns about his first generation status and lack of a ‘foundation’ point to his larger 
fears surrounding his entry to North Carolina’s flagship higher education institution, the hollow 
dread that he does not fit in, the searing realization that he is out of place here. His realization is 
bolstered by his feelings that his background rubs uncomfortably against the contours of wealthy 
Chapel Hill, such that even his entry onto campus appears out of alignment with the expectations 
he grew up with:  
Well I’m originally from Fayetteville, North Carolina. I was raised socially economically 
declined by a great deal. I think coming to UNC was a great feat by itself, just because I’m 
the first person in my family to attend a full university. I’m actually the first one to graduate 
from any college in fact, I graduated from a community college, before transferring. And 
the summer before my freshman year of college, I had never even thought about college 
before. It was just something I was never expected to do. I was never expected to read, I 
was never expected to do anything of that nature because everyone in my family just got a 
job and just made ends meet…well, barely. So I was expected to fail. 
As our conversation unfolds, Jackson tells me that he can stay longer in my office, that he 
wants to stay longer, that he would like to set up another interview with me. I am haunted by the 
sense that having the opportunity to have someone listen to him is not something he is accustomed 
to. As he lingers at my door, asking if we can meet again, I wonder if our interview is a rare chance 
for him to overtly articulate his feelings of dislocation, to have someone validate his herculean 
efforts at attempting to hold the various fragments of himself together while moving through 
campus. For in the midst of his concerns about failure and feeling out of place in a privileged 
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community, he reveals other pieces of himself to me, scraps of information that suggest his 
experience of leaving home and being an outsider are more complex than they may first appear: 
It’s totally different [here at UNC]. Culturally, people are of a higher status than I’m used 
to. And I can’t say that I can’t get there, but do I really want to get there? I’ve seen stuff 
from the outside, I’ve seen how people just become a closed bubble, this place is just such 
a closed bubble. And I don’t like that. We’re so disconnected from the outside world and 
a lot of these students just don’t know. I’m not saying all of them but some of them don’t 
know the real-world struggle. We can sit here all day and look at a screen or a book, learn 
about all these different places, learn about all this stuff. But until you actually immerse 
yourself and live that life you will never fully understand it. And we can sit here and 
theorize about how to do something to change something but until you’re actually in that 
situation you can’t. And you can think of yourself as the smartest person because you come 
up with all these ideas but it just might not work in every place. People need to start 
understanding that if you need to understand something about a certain group, you can’t 
just sit on the outside. Like I said, let’s pop the bubble, let’s become part of society. You 
can’t come here for four years and then…you know, I don’t like being like this.  
In an unexpected twist, Jackson steers our conversation in a new direction, suggesting that 
perhaps the majority of students on campus, who possess the class privilege he does not, are the 
real outsiders, the ones whose existence in a sheltered ‘bubble’ prevents them from knowing about 
‘real’ society. Suddenly, his location in society is not on the periphery, but right in the center of 
the real, struggling, suffering, gritty world. His comparison of theoretical knowledge with 
immersive lived experience also points to his perceptions of the limits of conventional higher 
education. His desire to push against those limits led to him applying to take up a short educational 
opportunity in Puerto Rico: 
Yeah I just turned 21 at the end of January. And I feel like I’ve never had a childhood. My 
mom was always sick a lot and then she also worked a lot so I was always home by myself, 
fending for myself. So I feel I had to grow up at a really young age, I never really 
experienced a childhood. And then it was school…and now I just want to have…well, not 
fun as such, but like me-time to mend myself and make myself. And that’s why going to 
Puerto Rico, it was actually my first time on a plane. And just for six days, it made me 
think that there’s so much more outside of this – the bricks, the old 1789 bricks (of the 
UNC campus) and the lectures every day, there’s so much more beyond that. That this right 
here cannot categorize me and make me.  
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Leaving home becomes a process for Jackson to ‘mend and make’ himself. Entering the 
space of an elite university campus is the first layer of leaving home for him, an experience that 
leaves him wrestling with feelings of exclusion but also new class-based realizations, both his fears 
that he cannot keep up with other students as well as his feeling that those more privileged than 
him may not in fact know more about the world than he does.  Traveling to Puerto Rico, albeit for 
a short time, becomes an additional layer to his journey of leaving home. Even as a United States 
territory, Puerto Rico represents the global to Jackson, who had never left North Carolina. It is a 
place far removed from the few short road trips he embarked on during his adolescence. Leaving 
the only state he had ever known to visit Puerto Rico generated class-based epiphanies for Jackson 
which collide with the impulses of neoliberalism. His travels sparked a realization that the circles 
of success and achievement, which he felt so excluded from on campus as a first-generation 
transfer student struggling academically, may not in fact be ones he wishes to enter: 
[When I went to Puerto Rico], it slowed me down, it taught me that I’m more than the 
bricks I’m in, I’m more than these lectures and these papers. There’s no need to plan, plan, 
plan. I mean no doubt you need plans for certain steps but you can’t plan everything.  
His short time in Puerto Rico, learning about America’s imperialist history and the 
oppression of Puerto Ricans, leads to him questioning an educational system which prioritizes 
paper-based academic performance above students possessing knowledge of histories of 
oppression. Meeting other young adults during his travels proved to be an important catalyst in 
him thinking through the failings of formal education: 
There’s more outside and that’s what I feel traveling gives me. Because going to Puerto 
Rico and learning from the students at the university there and talking to a student who is 
immersed in the independence movement. Talking to him and realizing that we’re so 
disconnected. Puerto Rico is part of the United States but it’s not a state, it’s a territory and 
you don’t hear anything about that. We don’t hear the actual truth. You see what I mean 
about my views of being in a bubble? We need to be more inclusive of what we talk about. 
We talk about things in the Middle East but what about the people a couple of hours a plane 
ride away?  
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His reference here to the Middle East versus Puerto Rico suggest an important insight into 
the complexities of what ‘counts’ as global, and muddies any sanitized notion of keeping the global 
and the local, the regional and the international, as clearly defined categories. Indeed, in the middle 
of talking about the ‘global’ he turns, in the space of a breath, back to the intimacies of his own 
life. In his mind, he holds together America’s imperialism in Puerto Rico with the class violence 
inflicted by the state on him and his friends in North Carolina, entangled also with his resistance 
to any neoliberalized notion of individual success:   
The way I look at it, we’re on this Earth for a set time limit and once you’re six feet under, 
what you accomplished is gone. But if you can accomplish stuff that will impact other 
people’s lives in a positive manner, that’s something that will live on forever. So it’s not a 
measure of how you have accomplished, it’s how much you help people. I’ve always said 
that if I ever become an attorney, I’ll go back to Fayetteville to speak to kids in schools, 
and just let them know my situation. Because when I was in sixth grade, our only fieldtrip 
was to the jailhouse because our assistant principal knew the crime, he knew that if he 
didn’t show us as it is…I mean out of my friends in my neighborhood, I’m the only one 
who didn’t leave the neighborhood in a cop car. It’s just a vicious cycle, it all stems from 
us being poor. I mean, you can’t cage a dog and have all these other dogs being fed and 
then have the one dog chained up and starve him. I mean, what do you expect? I mean it’s 
the prison-industrial complex. 
While Jackson first heard terms like ‘the prison-industrial complex’ and ‘neo-colonialism’ 
in his classes on campus in Chapel Hill, they were academic jargon that came alive for him when 
he visited Puerto Rico and began learning about histories of racism, slavery and imperial conquest 
in the American territory. These were terms that also circled back into his own life, as he began to 
possess new vocabulary to make sense of the structural inequality that he both witnesses and lives 
through. Yet he feels that these are terms that many privileged white students, accustomed to lives 
of comfort and predictability, are not willing to hear and grapple with. He describes his global 
education as offering him the chance to stay open to learning, as well as a much-needed vehicle 
for young Americans to question their positionality in the world:   
So I think that’s the biggest thing I’ve learned, to explore and face my fears, face the stuff 
that gives you anxiety, that makes you uncomfortable, rush it head on. It’s really opened 
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my eyes. Everyone has their struggles. It’s really opened my eyes to how we’re so secluded 
in the US, we’re in a bubble in the US. And you take that down to the miniscule level to 
campus, and the bubble definitely has to be popped.  
And with those parting words, Jackson gets up to leave. He sighs deeply because he is tired. 
Tired from being a working-class youth, always worried about paying for his next meal; tired 
because he’s finding his classes really tough as a transfer student; tired because he doesn’t seem 
to have made many friends here; and tired because he is also a 21 year old college student who 
stayed up too late last night, he tells me, eating pizza and playing video games.  
Donna 
Donna’s hair, pulled back into an immaculate bun, has a thousand small deaths braided 
into it. She tells me, in the middle of our conversation about global education, that she was the 
only Native American student in her K-12 classroom. She looks down when describing the girl 
who teased her mercilessly every day about her long black hair, ridiculing her Native body between 
algebra classes and spelling quizzes. And yet entwined with the braids of a thousand small deaths 
are a thousand microscopic resurrections woven through Donna’s body, tiny strands of how her 
identity as a member of the Haliwa Saponi tribe has held her steady in a world so determined to 
uproot her: 
Coming with that cultural background kept me grounded when I came to college. I go home 
every single weekend, I still have my friends from back home. That’s how everyone is back 
home, just really kind and caring. Out of all my friends, I’m the only one to have gone to 
college.  
Despite her fears of leaving home and the challenging transition to college life in Chapel 
Hill, Donna describes being able to persevere by returning home frequently, to the place she feels 
she belongs. Yet despite her love for the small North Carolinian Haliwa Saponi community in 
which she grew up, there is an underlying ambivalence toward her home: 
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Where I’m from, it’s rural, there’s trees, you don’t get no phone service. And you can’t go 
to the store and not see someone who’s your family. If you see somebody, you know who 
their mama is and their grandmamma and sister and brother. 
For Donna, home is both the place in which she is safely held by the only community she 
has known, as well as the space in which she is dangerously positioned on the brink of poverty, 
teetering on the edge of scarcity. As she talks more about her hometown, I am struck by the way 
in which she holds together her affection for it with her experience of it as a place of lack, a site 
of suffering: 
My mom never had anything to show for what she did. We live in a trailer. We had to ask 
people for help. And that’s something that I never want to do. I never want to ask people 
for money or for help. That’s why I like coming here and doing good in school, it’s because 
it’s what I have to do because I don’t want to live the lifestyle that we do now. I still go 
home every weekend. I mean, I wouldn’t change my growing up situation. But I just got 
cable and internet in my house last year. All my friends had WiFi and stuff, I didn’t have 
none of that. Even my cell phone, I had to save up all my money to buy a used cell phone. 
My best friend grew up the same way, she also didn’t have internet or cable or anything. 
And sometimes she’d just call me and she’d be crying and she’d say, ‘why is our life like 
this, why is our life so hard, compared to kids our age?’. And I’m sitting there thinking that 
I don’t know. And my friend would keep on saying, ‘it’s not fair, it’s not fair that we have 
to go through this’. 
The injustice of inequality leaves a sharp sting in the daily existence of young people. 
Donna and her friend’s lives are marked by dispossession, they are expendable within a cruel 
system that has thrown them to the wayside by virtue of their tribal identity and the interlocking 
shackles of class. Donna’s mother, who raised her as a single parent, scraped together a meager 
living by packing boxes for a local store. But after being injured on the job and receiving worker’s 
compensation for a short period, she struggled to find new employment. Donna describes this 
moment in her life in dystopian terms, as being thrown into the heart of despair: 
Mama’s boyfriend found out that he had stage four cancer. So that was even more on top 
of what we’re already going through. It’s like the world is coming to an end here. I don’t 
have a job, she doesn’t have worker’s compensation anymore, I’m about to start college, I 
got things I got to buy, all this stuff I got to take care of. 
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Here is a 19 year old girl who has already been cut open by the catastrophic tragedies of a 
hard life. She knows what it is like to carry wounds of fear, to grasp at the ragged edges of an 
existence, in a world that does not seem to care about her fate. And yet in the midst of her narrative 
of fear and worry, her face lights up as she talks about her faith, the spiritual traditions of the 
Haliwa Saponi tribe sewn into her soul, threads of hope that outline a new life for her:   
We’re very religious and spiritual people, any problems we have we pray about it, we know 
that God will help you with that […] being Native American, we do things that other people 
may not believe in, like burning sage to get rid of negative energy in a house […] I have 
done the sage before and it works, you feel the negativity lifted off of you. People who 
don’t come from your culture don’t understand it. They think you’re crazy, that you’re 
burning herbs. But you have to have this connectedness with it for it to work. And I really 
believe that […] That’s what we do in our culture, we’re spiritual people, we ask the 
Creator to help us get through difficult situations […] Anytime I feel down, I just go get 
my devotional book that my mom bought me and I feel like everything is going to be ok. I 
knew God was going to make a way for me. Sometimes money gets thin because we have 
stuff going on, but we’re going to make it, that’s what my mom brought me up on. 
Faith becomes a means for Donna to soothe the burn of poverty, a way to continue moving 
through a world which seems unfairly stacked against her. Higher education is drawn into her 
spiritual imaginary as a path of hope, an opportunity for her to make something new of her life: 
“That’s why I like coming here [to Chapel Hill] and doing good in school, it’s because it’s what I 
have to do because I don’t want to live the lifestyle that we do now”. Leaving home then, while 
imbued with the fear of leaving her people, her community, her culture, is also a chance to escape 
a life of hardship. Her entry into higher education becomes a powerful symbol of the pain her 
family has experienced and the renewal she believes is possible for her:     
In that moment [of reading the acceptance letter to UNC], it felt like I could accomplish 
anything in the world, it felt like a big weight was off my shoulders. My mama was crying, 
she was saying that no one in her family had ever done anything like this, that she had 
never had an opportunity like this, that she was so proud of me. 
As a young person who is accustomed to never having enough, barely getting by, the 
feeling that she may actually be able to “accomplish anything in the world” is starkly new for her. 
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It is in this context of higher education representing a chance for her to build a new life that Donna 
speaks about her desire to travel to new places:  
I always wanted to travel because, coming from my background, I knew I wanted to do 
more with my life, I don’t just want to stay where we’re at and that’s all I see. I want to 
travel the world, I want to see new places, I want to do things, try things. Experience other 
cultures, experience other food. 
She describes her global education as symbolizing the beginning of a new life for her. She 
imagines this life as bringing her access to capital, for sure, in terms of financial security, but it is 
also a life where she can explore, move beyond the familiar bounds of the small community she 
grew up in. Her trip to Puerto Rico can also be read quite simply as a form of escape for her, a 
welcome respite from the sharp circumstances of her hard life: 
When I got on that plane, being in the air, you don’t have no worries. Whatever worries 
you had, on Earth, when you get in the air, it’s like nothing. It’s the best feeling ever. The 
trip was really important to me on a personal level not just because of what I had going on 
back home but also related to my future because this was the start of me doing what I want 
to do and the start of me going on different trips, it’s the start of me knowing how to check 
in at an airport, it’s the start of me having a passport. It’s the start of so many things, like 
coming to Carolina is the start of so many things, of me being my own individual person 
and having my voice. And just learning about other things, other people, other cultures. It 
was way more than just a first-time trip for underrepresented students. It was the start of 
my future, like this is what I want to do. 
While it may at first appear that her travels are a means of leaving behind her roots, a letting 
go of her community, it becomes clearer as we speak that this is far from the case. She describes 
her spirituality, her means of making sense of the world and the practices and outlooks that link 
her to her Haliwa Saponi tribe, as accompanying her on her journey, transcending the borders of 
her small home town:  
You know, when I told people I was going [to Puerto Rico] they said to me: ‘You ain’t 
scared of going there, to this place where you don’t know nobody?’. But my mama always 
told me that you walk by faith, not by sight. So it just gives me that safety net to not worry 
about anything. You trust in God and everything is going to be okay. And that’s what I live 
by. And my faith is so strong because no matter how hard something has been, I always 
get out of it.  
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As I thank Donna for her time, and walk her to the door, I wonder where her faith will lead 
her next. She is both afraid and excited about the things to come in her life. This is the paradoxical 
response of a young person who has been hurt by the world but who constantly resurrects herself 
through her hope that life may get better, and that higher education can contribute to her creating 
a new existence for her and her family.  
Reflections 
In Jackson and Donna’s stories we witness some of the contested meanings that the 
students in this research create about their experiences of leaving home for the first time. Both 
Jackson and Donna experience a sense of dislocation as they grapple with the anxiety and 
uncertainty of leaving the familiar confines of where they have grown up. But at the same time as 
it offers a sense of belonging, home is also associated with the searing fear of lack and scarcity, of 
sometimes having to miss a meal and not having access to technologies, existing on the periphery 
of American youth. Both find the courage to leave home, to enter the ‘center’ of mainstream young 
adulthood in the United States by making their way to the pristine campus of a prestigious public 
university.   
For both Jackson and Donna, the sting of difference is sharply felt as their intersectional 
identities are brought to bear upon their entry into higher education. Their class and/or racial 
identities, and their status as first-generation university students, cut deeply as they find themselves 
wading through the choppy waters of college. Both of them find the transition challenging, aware 
that their bodies and lives are vastly different from the many privileged students who appear to so 
comfortably belong in higher education. And yet they craft different responses to these challenges, 
each finding their own way to navigate new terrain. For Donna, her Native American spiritual 
traditions allow her to remain connected to the people and places she feels she belongs to, while 
also giving her the faith to persevere. Higher education becomes stitched into her narrative of faith 
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as a form of salvation, her means of moving forward into a better life. Her trip to Puerto Rico 
symbolizes the start to this new and improved encounter with the world, where she can explore 
and experience new things, and grow and be adventurous, just like other young adults she is 
studying with. Jackson, on the other hand, develops a cynicism about college and the exclusions 
that form part of his educational experiences. He exhibits both annoyance and anger about the 
plush bubble in which the privileged can live, without knowledge of others different them. Yet, 
college is also the space in which he begins developing a critical lexicon to make sense of these 
relations of privilege and exclusion. It is where he begins deploying terms like ‘structural 
inequality’ and ‘the prison-industrial complex’. His higher education also provides him with the 
chance to travel to Puerto Rico, where his new vocabulary around injustice expands to include 
concepts like colonialism and imperialism as he learns about liberation and freedom from his new 
friends.  
Donna and Jackson’s stories push against some of the taken-for-granted tendencies in the 
current literature on global education, which assume that a travel opportunity is a self-contained 
experience. According to these assumptions, there is a clear beginning and end to a global 
experience, a simple before and after, with students flying in and consuming the global, and then 
departing, their global capital safely in their pockets. But Donna and Jackson’s narratives trouble 
these assumptions, disputing clear-cut boundaries or categories. In my questions about global 
travel, they talked about coming to Chapel Hill for college as a form of travel, as hurtling their 
bodies into foreign land, their trip to Puerto Rico then serving as an extension of that, another layer 
of encountering newness. Their global education is therefore an ongoing experience, a continuous 
process, in which what they consider to be different or distant changes. More importantly, this 
process is not isolated or compartmentalized as a separate category in the students’ lives. Rather, 
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their experiences of the world, infused by their racial and class identities, become expressed and 
lived through their understandings of and motivations behind accessing higher education and 
global mobility. It is this notion of global education as something in motion that is important here 
in disrupting the current literature on young people and global education. The neoliberal framing 
suggests that ‘leaving home’ carries with it one meaning only – the chance to acquire more capital. 
Yet it is clear that Jackson and Donna’s stories are littered with multiple, sometimes even 
contradictory, meanings of leaving home. Home is both a site of safety, the place that is known to 
them, but it is also the location of their entrapment, where their lives as young people growing up 
in trailer parks are circumscribed by poverty, their bodies the collateral damage of capitalism. The 
act of leaving home, to travel into new worlds, therefore simultaneously heightens for them their 
marginalized existence while also offering a means to both make sense of and perhaps escape from 
it. These characteristics of multiplicity and ongoing-ness carry over into the next chapter, which 
explores how young people whose bodies have been marked by not just financial scarcity but 




The Joyful Confessions of a Greedy Girl 
by Sertanya Reddy 
 
If gluttony is a sin  
then here is my confession: 
I am guilty of being  
a greedy girl 
for I have been eating my way  
through the entire world 
(without a crumb of regret). 
 
My wish is to feast  
on life with such exuberance 
so when I am old 
and sifting through  
the archives of my mind 
I will find records  
of all the marvelous experiences 
that I was brave enough to devour. 
 
I have an insatiable desire 
to wander through the world 
without a heavy load, 
to have my spirit fly free 
with the faith 
that my dreams  
will be my compass 
moving me in the direction  
of the extraordinary.     
 
The priests of conformity 
have tried to  
control my cravings 
with their morsels of mediocrity 
since the sight of a girl  
licking the cream  
off the top of life   
does not suit  




But their bland existence  
could never fill me! 
Oh no, my mother  
taught me to stir things up 
even if there are those  
who are not ready 
for the flavors  
of a free woman.  
 
My Soul has a voracious hunger 
to taste new things 
and to savor the sweetness  
of honey-dipped adventures. 
I take such delicious delight 
in being a greedy girl 




CHAPTER FIVE: “WE CAN DO ANYTHING, GO ANYWHERE”: ON HIGHER EDUCATION 
AND EXPANSION OF THE SELF 
There is a dull aching doubt that accompanies the desire for a good life, a distrust that a 
better life is possible. Growing up without much, seeing my parents scrape by, meant that 
aspirations did not easily form part of my orientation to life. Instead, the world was a place where 
you survived, not where dreams of distant lands, or any dreams in fact, could be manifested into 
reality. My parents’ late-night conversations, which they thought my young ears did not hear, were 
always inflected with concern, carrying with them whispers of worry about staying financially 
afloat, about feeding and clothing and caring for three children.  
Coming into adulthood during the 1970s, my mother and father grew up during the worst 
turmoil of the apartheid regime. Their unfolding as young adults took place under the auspices of 
a tyrannical system, stifling their attempts to nurture the seeds lying within their hearts and 
imaginations. My father’s goals of completing graduate training in linguistics were thwarted by 
the all-white educational setting in which he found himself and the fear of him and his young 
family receiving one of the letter bombs that had become a prevalent tactic of the apartheid 
military. My mother’s hopes of being a journalist were shut down by her parents, who dreaded the 
repercussions she may face as the government increasingly deployed violence to control those who 
dared to speak out or write in protest.  
It was into this context that I was born, a South Africa where people of color could not 
dream, could not create, could not be all that they longed, hoped and wished for. But in 1994, 
Mandela began to water the seeds lying within my seven year old heart and imagination. As he 
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completed his ‘long walk to freedom’8, brown and black children my age began to contemplate 
what paths we would now be able to walk, what roads we may travel that our parents had never 
seen. And yet the ability to envision a good life for oneself, the capacity to believe that one may 
produce beautiful and bold things, does not bloom overnight. I still felt chained by the density of 
my doubts, held back by my disbelief that I could achieve anything, particularly as a girl with 
brown skin. It is difficult for young people who grow up on the margins to possess the social 
capital of believing in their own ability to generate accomplishment. Yet as a new South Africa 
painfully birthed its way into existence, I was gripped by a fiery desire to see new things, to stand 
up and taste the world in ways which had been denied to my parents.  
Higher education presented me with the opening to lay a foundation for this process of 
expansion. I began to believe that possibility was itself possible for me, that I could partake in the 
exciting things I witnessed in the world around me. Global education added a new dimension of 
potentiality to my life, a chance to escape the traditional expectations of marriage and motherhood 
placed on the shoulders of young South African Indian women. The moment of finding out that I 
was leaving this behind me, that I was stepping into a new life of independence and freedom, is 
burned into my memory, the embers still alive in the recesses of my mind. I had been accepted to 
the University of Edinburgh for my Master’s degree but was plagued with worry that I could not 
afford it, that once again this was something out of my reach, above my position in the world. I 
had applied to be a Commonwealth Scholar, which would provide me with the full funding I 
required, but was told to not hope too much as the chances of receiving it were slim. And so I 
remember the day that my small hope, my fledgling possibility, took flight; I remember the heart-
                                                 
 
8 This is how Mandela described his 27 years in prison, and his subsequent journey as South Africa’s first 
democratically-elected president. It is also the title of his memoir.  
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skipping, breath-stopping experience of opening the congratulatory email from the British 
Council; I remember the moment of telling my parents, at our family home dressed in my favorite 
pajamas, that I had accomplished this thing, this wild and beautiful hope brought to fruition; I 
remember their arms around me, my wet face buried in my father’s shoulder, the joy flowing from 
their hearts through my crying eyes.  
I remembered this moment, especially, when my parents and I stood in our same family 
home six years later, looking at four men with masks on their faces and guns in their hands, as we 
fell victim to a random act of violence. I remembered this moment, of achieving the beginning of 
my global education journey, in the aftermath of the shooting, when I wondered how it would be 
possible to live in the world when fear itself seemed to be lodged in my throat, the horror of what 
had happened seared into my skin, dripping from my pores, molten terror. When I thought that it 
would be impossible to ever live a normal life again, I remembered this moment of being awarded 
the Commonwealth Scholarship. I remembered it because my global education journey granted 
me the gift of believing that even the smallest hope can be manifested, that I carried within me the 
capacity to make real the impossible. It is not the classes or seminars I participated in while in 
Scotland, or the papers or assignments I completed here in America, that have left a lasting 
impression on me. The greatest lesson gained from my global education has been the simple but 
profound truth that I carry within me the abilities, perseverance, fortitude and imaginative capacity 
to accomplish difficult things. I had already built a new life for myself, twice over, first in 
Edinburgh and then in North Carolina. I knew that it was possible for me to accomplish this once 
more, to build my life again, this time from the wreckage of trauma, to explore and question and 
doubt and trust and cry and laugh and create, create, create, just like I had done throughout the six 
years of living and studying abroad.    
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The students who participated in my research talked too of the expansive nature of global 
education, the ways in which even short experiences abroad provided them with an understanding 
of their own strength, their ability to do things they had once thought impossible. Most of the 
students I spoke with described the mere thought of being accepted to UNC as an accomplishment, 
as something that people ‘like them’ did not usually do. Growing up enmeshed in precarious 
financial circumstances, and in contexts where thoughts of college were few and far between, 
meant that a prestigious higher education institution like UNC felt beyond their reach, out of their 
realm of existence. So when the students were accepted to North Carolina’s flagship university, it 
brought with it a sense of achievement as well as the belief that perhaps other things, which had 
before seemed unrealistic, could now be achieved. Most students spoke of their decision to pursue 
global education opportunities as an extension of their acceptance to UNC, the next step in their 
journey of expanding the possibilities available to them.  
In the short stories that follow, all three students talk of their time abroad as an achievement 
in terms of their class as low-income, first-generation students. But beyond this is also a deeper 
level of accomplishment for them, as young people who have spent their lives either with a 
disability or serious illness. The physical restrictions and limitations they have grown up with 
make their entry to campus, to be independent college students without the care of their parents, a 
feat of endurance. It expanded their sense of what may be possible in their lives as young men who 
have experienced the embodied existence of pain and confinement. Global travel represented a 
new space in which to explore and experiment with the possibilities of them, quite literally, being 
able to move through the world. 
Luke 
“It’s about proving to yourself that you can do what you thought was impossible. Going 
abroad and traveling has shown me that I can do so much more”, Luke says, with a glint in his eye. 
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He is the kind of student who always seems to have a glint in his eye. Whenever I run into him on 
campus, whether he is engaged in service work, filling student leadership roles, or simply 
surrounded by friends, he seems wired with excitement about all the things he wants to do in the 
world. Yet he makes clear that this was not always the case, especially as he made his way through 
the K-12 school system in working-class Ohio:     
It’s relatively under-resourced and under-funded. So it was challenging living in that kind 
of environment. The whole idea of college and things beyond high school graduation 
weren’t talked about that much. Honestly, the focus was just on graduating, on walking 
across the stage and getting a diploma, because some people couldn’t even do that. And 
then they’d go right into working jobs around the city. So for me as a student to apply to 
an elite or prestigious institution, well I was one of the few. Now that I am in an 
environment like UNC, with all these different opportunities….it has all these resources, 
the buildings, the Global Center that we’re in. You know, it feels almost like we can do 
anything, go anywhere. And that’s the kind of attitude I’ve taken to college and UNC.  
Luke’s entry into higher education offered a chance for him to try new things, to have 
access to resources and opportunities that were simply not available to him in the low-income 
neighborhood that he grew up in. His descriptions of his childhood and adolescence leaves me 
with the impression of an existence of contraction, a life subjected to things closing, shrinking, 
reducing. In contrast, his feelings about life in Chapel Hill as a college student are marked by a 
sense of expanding outwards, a breathing open of possibility:    
When I’m here at school versus at home, it’s different conversations, it’s like two different 
perspectives. When I go home, it’s like a bubble, like everything is just going on there. But 
then when I come here, it’s like there’s everything going on around the world here. Well 
at home, it’s like thinking about the now, like a day-to-day sort of thing. But here, it’s like 
you’re always thinking about your next move, your next adventure. Everyone’s busy, or 
doing something, or has a project going on. And I don’t get that at home, although I love 
it there.  
In Luke’s imaginary, higher education offers a space of potentiality, where forces of 
creativity and production are constantly at work. The notion of ‘belief’, both in the exciting 
possibilities of the world and in his own ability to take up those possibilities, is central to Luke’s 
understanding of his educational experience. This self-belief appears different from neoliberal 
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aspiration because it is not centered around the pursuit of capital. Rather, Luke’s desire to take up 
opportunities on campus and to be swept up in the busyness and productivity of college is rooted 
in his longing to experience a fullness of life that had been denied to him in his childhood, due to 
both his class and his disability. Global education appeared in Luke’s life as the next level of 
testing and proving his belief in himself and the opportunities for self-expansion available to him. 
Because before, in high school, it would be one thing to leave the city, like to take a 
weekend trip away from the city. Some people that I know have not even seen other parts 
of our own state, of Ohio. So I’d been on a couple of vacations, before this, like I’d been 
to the beach twice. And one of the yearly trips we’d do is to Baltimore for my orthopedic 
surgeon appointment. We’d make that like a long weekend trip. And so that was basically 
like our vacation. But the idea that you could go somewhere, just for the sake of going 
somewhere, wasn’t a thing for us. One thing was just not having the financial ability. And 
then for me personally, to just pack up and go somewhere, we just didn’t have the means. 
But coming to UNC, where there are programs like the Passport program and different 
funding opportunities, so I just had the attitude of taking advantage of all that.  
Even domestic travel was a rare experience in Luke’s life, such that two beach trips stand 
out as memorable vacations. The global was therefore an entirely new frontier, with travel to other 
countries only becoming possible for him through his access to higher education and the funding 
sources present at UNC. Travel as a means of self-growth or knowledge generation was also new 
terrain for Luke, as most of his trips with his family were utilitarian, in the service of his medical 
needs as a child born with disabilities that impacted his ability to stand and walk. Yet the physical 
challenges he grew up with also spurred his desire to explore, when granted the opportunity: 
As a child and youth, I had quite a lot of operations and surgeries that left me not being 
able to do the things I wanted to do. So I remember that my brother did youth fishing 
tournaments, and I remember sitting on the dock watching him go out in a boat and do all 
these fishing things, and me with casts on my legs, in a wheelchair, and not being able to 
do that. So that’s just an example of me not having the chance to do something that I really 
wanted to do. Fighting through all the surgeries, to get me up and walking, really changed 
my whole outlook. Like two years later, it was me out on the boat, catching the fish. So 
travel was one of the things I wanted to do, and I realized that there was nothing really 
holding me back. So I just took that approach to it.  
74 
During his childhood, Luke’s disability presented him with obstacles to living the 
adventurous, full life that he desired. Yet he also describes his disability as generating a sense of 
perseverance within him that encouraged him to believe that the things which had seemed 
impossible for him in the past may come to fruition in the future. In the four years that I knew 
Luke, it seemed that his hopes burned strong, his spirit always fired up by his goal of creating a 
thriving, capacious life. He was one of the students I had known the longest, having met him during 
his freshman year when he talked with me about his determination to go abroad. Over the ensuing 
four years I bumped into him in coffee shops and classrooms on campus, his body propped against 
his crutches, always surrounded by hordes of friends eager to enjoy the company of a young man 
effervescent with hope. When we sit down together, just before his graduation, to talk about his 
education abroad experiences in Mexico and Panama, he describes his disability as both a 
challenge to his dreams but also the spur that pushed him along. The physical pain of leg surgery 
as well as the emotional suffering of having to spend so much of his youth on the sidelines of life, 
sparked a deep hunger within him to reach out and grab the world, to not let it pass by without 
him, even if the very act of standing up or walking unaided left him breathless:  
You know, coming to UNC there were a lot of questions, like how am I going to navigate 
a college campus, what kinds of things am I going to have to face or what challenges will 
I have to work through? So living on campus, doing laundry, all these things that anyone 
has to do, but little ways in which these uniquely applied to me. But then you apply those 
things to an unfamiliar, foreign country, it just added another dimension to that. And I feel 
that being able to do all those things in Mexico, or in Panama, all those places I hadn’t seen 
before and that I’m not familiar with, I really don’t feel like there’s any challenge that I 
can’t do. Like I can’t back down now from other travel or from living somewhere new, 
because I have the tools now that I need. Even if it’s about asking for help, knowing that I 
can ask for help here in the United States, and now I can also ask for help in Spanish. That 
sort of thing has given me the comfort, and the confidence, and the motivation, to keep 
reaching and keep wanting to do new things like this. Even like this summer, I’m going to 
be out in San Francisco for an internship, it’s going to be a new place and something to get 
used to. But knowing that, hey, I did this before last summer in Mexico, so I can do this in 
California. If there’s one take-away, I think that’s what it is. No matter the circumstances, 
or the environment I’m placed in, I’m able to adapt. And I want to continue to do that, and 
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want to continue to be able to face these obstacles and challenges, and to overcome them 
to have these great experiences, like the ones I had in Mexico and Panama. 
Luke describes his transition to UNC, as a student with a disability living independently 
for the first time, as a foundational accomplishment, an act that bolstered his faith that he could 
maneuver his way through challenges. Building on this, he chose to go abroad as it represented the 
next level of testing his abilities to achieve his goals in new contexts, to live by himself in places 
that were even further from his Ohio-based parents than North Carolina.  His global experiences, 
which proved to be just as successful and joyful as his transition to college, further solidified his 
belief in himself and his ability to explore new things. After a happy summer in San Francisco, his 
travel experiences both within and outside the country encouraged him to take another leap of faith 
by applying to graduate school and moving away from the home he had built for himself in North 
Carolina. During our last conversation he tells me that the self-confidence and inner strength which 
were fortified during his global travels provided him with the courage to apply for a National 
Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship, something that he had not thought was 
possible for him before:    
So to be able to put myself out there, to take a risk, to go for something that I’m really 
interested in. Those [global] experiences have given me the mentality to seek out what I 
want to seek and not really fear too much. I think when I was in high school and was 
younger, I would think oh I might want to do that but I’d be hesitant. And I think my family 
played into my hesitation too. But now being here on this campus and having autonomy 
and wanting to do an abroad program and just knowing that I could seek that out and then 
run with it. And I think that all the experiences I’ve had on campus, global or otherwise, 
have been about me developing a go-getter mentality; and it may be uncomfortable at first 
or challenging at times, or I may need to plan a little more or do things differently with 
having a disability and having to live in a different place, whether that’s Panama or 
Georgia, like for grad school, being in a new environment. One of the things I’ve thought 
is that if I can live abroad by myself then I can live almost anywhere by myself. So that 
whole independence thing was big. My parents didn’t know how that was going to look 
and honestly I didn’t know either, but I’ve just really taken it and not looked back […] so 
to be able to build on things. It fuels my fire, one experience leads to another one, and not 
really hesitating and thinking oh this is going to be a challenge, and that’s been huge. You 
know, if I go [away] for grad school, it would be a completely new place but I’ve done it 
before, so I feel that I’m not restricted or limited. And it’s changed my family’s perspective 
76 
too. I think I was able to boost my own confidence and the confidence of people around 
me who support me, through experiences like going abroad. 
As Luke packs his book bag to leave my office, he tells me that he has been accepted to 
half a dozen graduate programs. As I break into congratulatory exclamations of joy, he grabs me 
in a hug before walking out on his crutches, his signature glint in his eye.   
Alan 
I was surprised when Alan enthusiastically agreed to have an interview with me about his 
trip to Puerto Rico. When I met him a few months earlier at a pre-departure travel orientation, he 
appeared to be one of the most introverted students in the room, hiding from the world behind an 
unruly mop of curly hair. I discover, when we sit down together, that behind this quiet demeanor 
lies a young man who eagerly awaits the opportunity to share with me his thoughts about 
everything, from the “awesomeness” of rocket ships to the existential reflections produced by 
brushing against death.  
Growing up in a tiny rural town in North Carolina, he talks of his childhood as being fairly 
unremarkable. Things drastically changed, however, just after he had completed his first year of 
high school, when he suddenly became seriously ill. Multiple tests and doctors’ visits resulted in 
a frightening diagnosis. He had contracted a severe and dangerous form of meningitis. “I lost the 
ability to walk, talk and think”, he tells me. He states it so matter-of-factly that it takes me a few 
seconds to fully comprehend what he has told me, to understand that his young life was shattered 
overnight. He missed the next three years of high school as he attempted to pick up the shards, in 
and out of hospitals, his body subjected to all manner of pulling, prodding, pushing, pricking. 
“During those three years, I learnt how to walk, talk and think again and then I took classes at 
home”. Once again, his comment is made so casually that I am caught off-guard, trying to reconcile 
the intensity of what he is conveying to me with the normalcy of his tone of voice. I realize that 
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the sense of disjuncture I’m feeling is what he has lived and breathed through over the last seven 
years since he fell ill, that his life has been marked by the strange rupture of being a young person 
who is intimately acquainted with disease and death, to the extent that they have become a normal 
part of his existence.    
He confirms this when he says “Going to high school for only one year, I didn’t really have 
many meaningful experiences outside of physical therapy”. He describes the hollowness of lying 
in hospital beds and wheelchairs, the emptiness of sitting on the margins of life, while other 
students his age played basketball and soccer, jostling each other outside their school lockers, 
living the full-bodied raucous existence of teenagers. He tells me all this because he wants to make 
sure I understand what travel means to him, where his desire to explore new places comes from: 
When I was in the hospital in high school, I started looking into space stuff and I put the 
desire to travel and space together and decided that I wanted to go to Mars one day. I like 
to explore. So in the hospital I was watching YouTube videos, learning about rocket ships. 
They’ve sent rockets to space and they have actually brought them back in recent years. I 
think pushing humanity beyond what is possible right now. We’re not always going to call 
Earth home. Well, and in the hospital I was trapped, so I couldn’t go do anything else. I 
couldn’t walk so I had to use a wheelchair, so I was confined. And so thinking about travel 
or space, well it’s really not confining because it’s endless.  
Alan’s imaginings of what is possible for humanity merge with what is possible for him. 
The possibility of rockets leaving and then returning to Earth become associated with the 
possibility of him one day leaving the hospital. Travel, whether to space or on Earth, is held in his 
mind as an aspiration, the opposite of the confinement that characterized his years of being sick. 
Accompanying his fascination with rocket ships is a love of watching airplanes take flight, another 
manifestation of his desire to move freely, to experience new things, to live an unbounded 
existence: 
I actually go to airports a lot. I go to the observation deck to watch planes, as it helps me 
clear my mind, just to watch people taking off as they’re probably going somewhere that 
they had never been before and I wished I could have been one of them. I used to do that 
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since I was a kid. I actually always wanted to get my pilot’s license and that was my plan 
before going to college. But now I can never actually get medically cleared to fly a plane. 
After the years of illness endured in high school, Alan still sometimes experiences life-
threatening health complications, his case of meningitis a medical mystery that has made him the 
research subject of multiple health studies. As he describes his childhood dreams being dashed by 
illness his voice cracks ever so slightly. But the opportunity to go to Puerto Rico on an educational 
program during his third year of college salvaged a small part of that dream by offering him the 
chance to fly in an airplane for the very first time, albeit as a passenger not a pilot. He tells me, 
buoyant with excitement, about the sensation of turbulence as they took off, the scrape and thud 
of the plane once they landed. Such minute embodied details may be dismissed as inconsequential 
by most travelers, but not to a young man who has spent a significant portion of his life unable to 
move his body with ease and freedom.   
My health issues have made me want things more. Unfortunately, I’ve had to come to terms 
with death because on three different occasions the doctors have told my mom that I’m 
going to die. So it makes me look at global travel differently, it makes me want it more, as 
I may not be here in 20 years but I’m here now and I’m in a place where I can do it. 
His brushes with death created within him a strong resolve, a steely determination, to 
pursue experiences which were meaningful and exciting to him. After being treated, and saved, by 
doctors at UNC Hospital as a teenager, he was adamant about coming to UNC for college, not an 
easy feat for a low-income student who had missed most of high school. His desire was delayed 
by his SAT scores not meeting the necessary requirements, so he enrolled in community college, 
a move that he describes as simply a detour, a slightly longer route to coming to Chapel Hill. His 
aspirations were realized when he was able to transfer to UNC as a Junior. He had been accepted 
to Stanford, as well, but his mother flatly denied him permission to move to the West Coast, the 
understandable response of a parent who has seen her child dance with death more than once.  
79 
Despite his mother’s refusal regarding him moving to California, he still harbored the 
desire to go somewhere, anywhere, as long as it would allow him to simply feel as if he was moving 
around, even if it was only for a short period of time. His entry to UNC, beating the odds stacked 
against him, cemented his belief that he could make this happen. Where his mother saw challenges, 
he saw possibility. The triumph in his voice was palpable when he tells me that he made it through 
his trip to Puerto Rico without any medical emergencies: “I got down there, walked around, carried 
stuff, it was all good”. Along with his personal sense of accomplishment, Alan frames travel as a 
mode of expansion, a means of enlarging the ways in which we make sense of the world: 
[Travel] gives you a new perspective. Before I left [North Carolina], you only learn things 
about Puerto Rico by watching the news or reading things so there’s so much more to see 
when you actually travel there and talk to the people there. I think that was one of the main 
take-aways for me, it’s important to hear people’s stories, hear from them first-hand. I think 
it’s important for the mind to explore and I think travel allows that because you don’t want 
to be locked into something for the rest of your life. So say you work in a 9-5 job, well I 
think it’s important for other people to get out and move around, to see other parts of the 
world. And then you’re on this planet with all these places, so you might as well learn about 
them. And you have to learn about your place and how you fit into society and how other 
people fit into society. 
Once again, the idea of being able to ‘move around’ is central to Alan’s understanding of 
travel, the outcome of having spent so much of his youth in confinement. Yet the notion of 
movement is not tied simply to the physical in his imaginary, but instead also becomes related to 
the mind being able to explore and question. For a young man who has been forced to reflect on 
his own place in society, who has had to question what he may be able to accomplish and what he 
cannot, observing the lives of others and hearing their stories of how they fit into the world is 
significant to him.  
As I turn off my recorder and bring our interview to a close, I ask Alan if his mother is 
afraid of his desire to travel again in the future. He gives me a sheepish grin and shrugs his 
shoulders. Here is a young man who is determined to move through the world, even in the midst 
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of his parent’s fears about his health. He has been acquainted with death for too long for him to be 
afraid of what may happen, he has worked too hard to get his body up and moving; the world is 
ripe with potential and he is ready to stand up and taste it.     
Oscar 
Oscar has a contagious laugh. The kind that makes you want to dissolve into laughter as 
well. Our conversation is permeated by his fits of amusement, his humor spilling over into our 
discussion. “I really love to laugh and I’m ok with laughing at myself. And when you can’t 
communicate, you get really good at laughing at yourself”, he says. As a Linguistics and 
Comparative Literature major, he has learned both Spanish and Portuguese and tells me that his 
early days of attempting to communicate in new languages provided him with plenty of 
opportunities to laugh at his linguistic gaffs. His passion for languages developed at an early age 
as he became intrigued with learning about other places as a child: 
When I was little, my mom would take me to the local library and I would only go to the 
section on foreign cultures and languages. And I would sit there and I would get four to 
five books, like picture books on the different countries of the world. And I would read 
these books and that’s all I did as a kid. And then when I was in the fourth grade, my aunt 
owned a flea market and she gave me this old atlas […], what I think was really important, 
and is so important about my field and your field where we work with people, is that the 
atlas had anthropological writings about the day in a life of a child in all these different 
countries and that made me so fascinated. It was through that atlas, well I was very 
interested in maps as a child. And through the maps, really trying to make everyone known 
to each other. And that’s where I developed this passion for travel. 
An imaginary of the global was planted in Oscar’s young imagination through books, 
sowing the seeds of interest in learning about places and people different from what he grew up 
with. Yet his fascination with other cultures and countries is not a simple case of a college student 
wanting to travel abroad. Rather, his desire “to make everyone known to each other” stems from 
a lifetime of experiencing difference as a young person with a disability, but also finding ways to 
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positively cope with and think through what it means to move through the world carrying 
embodied difference:       
People always clump with people who support what they think and what they feel and 
people who are similar to them, especially then [in school]. I was never really athletic, 
especially having a disability. And because I have a vision disability, I’m very aware of 
how people see the world differently. I really like to be around people who challenge me 
and who are different from me and who are not trying to put themselves above and below 
others in some sort of social hierarchy. Anyway, when I went to high school I went to early 
college. And I have lifelong friends from there, some have come here. And it was just a 
different environment because people were not focused on social stratification, people were 
focused on learning, it was a diverse school, I was around people who weren’t just white 
males from rural or suburban areas. I’ve always been an anthropologist as a child, wanting 
to learn about the whole world, because I know my perception and perspective is limited 
and I want to be friends with people who will change me and allow me to grow. And that’s 
when I really started to flourish as a person. 
Oscar makes sense of his body as both part of the majority as well as a site of difference. 
As a young white man, he is aware of his racial privilege and believes that learning about the 
experiences of students from other racial and cultural backgrounds has been important to his own 
expansion as a student wanting to develop a broader understanding of the world. At the same time, 
his visual impairment has compelled him to reflect on what it means to not always feel a sense of 
belonging, to not always fit in with other people his age. However, he also conceptualizes his 
disability as providing him with the gift of remembering that people view the world, both literally 
and figuratively, in different ways. He counts himself lucky to have attended an early college 
program where everyone seemed a little ‘different’ but where all were united in their love of 
learning. It was this passion for knowledge that led him to UNC, although he describes his move 
to college as a difficult transition due to his visual impairment:  
I have single eye vision and my right eye vision is limited in terms of peripheral scope and 
quality of the vision […] There’s a lot of ongoing medical treatment for my disability. In 
eighth grade, I had a really big surgery on my seeing eye, and it was very uncertain. I 
actually can read braille, because it’s something I had to have in my back pocket. So going 
through school, especially in middle school, I was on tons of medication, taking 10-14 
medications a day, I would get headaches every day. So I have to be really smart, a lot of 
times [at UNC] I take back routes and things. I do fine getting around campus but one thing 
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that is difficult is that I don’t have peripheral vision and it’s this weird conundrum where 
my vision disability isn’t really visible so people always assume that I see them, so I walk 
into people. And it’s really awkwardly uncomfortable. It’s one of those things I 
experimented with throughout my life. To what degree do I be public about my disability? 
To what degree do I not share information? And the unfortunate thing is that a lot of the 
times when people know you have a disability but they don’t know who you are, the 
disability becomes your recognizable identity feature.  
Oscar spoke to me at length about the stigma surrounding disability. While his humor 
always seemed to bubble just beneath the surface of his countenance, a wry smile constantly 
dancing at the corner of his mouth, there was a strength surrounding him, the byproduct of having 
lived through a painful and challenging childhood. Education provided him with the opportunity 
to reinforce this fortitude, to test the limits of what may be possible for him:   
There really was a lot of adjustment in coming to Carolina as a person with a disability, so 
that was something that was on my mind as I thought about global travel. But it was such 
a given for me, [a language major], that I was going to study abroad at some point. And I 
also have a lot of confidence in my ability to do things. You know, like I went to early 
college, so I’m like I can do whatever I want!  
The sense of self-confidence engendered first by his time in early college and then at UNC 
gave him the courage to travel abroad alone. His global experiences then consolidated his belief 
that his visual impairment did not necessarily need to hinder his movement through public space.   
When I went to study abroad it was, in many ways, validating. And that’s what I thought 
was cool in terms of my experience is that study abroad was such a positive experience for 
me, as a person with a disability, for a variety of reasons. The first reason was that I went 
to Spain and I really had no problem settling in. I love traveling, I love languages, I’m very 
street-smart. So I did really great there. But the other thing is that I was in Seville during 
my first summer in college and the first thing that struck me was that Seville is flat and 
well-lit. The rhythm of life is so different there, people take a siesta and businesses close 
at 10.00 pm and so people eat at 11.00 pm. So there’s infrastructure for traveling around 
late at night, like public transportation, there’s buses and trams, there’s lighting. But the 
other interesting thing is that when I went abroad I started to notice more people with 
disabilities out and about with other people. For example, the organization over there that 
does the lottery is for supporting people with vision disabilities and actually all disabilities 
and they advocate at universities and they’re so visible because every time you see a lottery 
booth you see a guy with a vison cane on the thing. And I looked around [in public space] 
and you would see people, young and old, with different types of disabilities. They had 
canes, vision canes, people in wheel chairs. I saw people with disabilities. I never saw 
people with disabilities here [in North Carolina], out and about. But over there [in Spain], 
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it was so normalized and that was really validating because I was like, wow, this is a normal 
experience and this is how it can and should be and this is how it is in so many places. So 
it was such a cool experience for me because I love Spain and I really got to improve my 
Spanish but one thing I took away is that people with disabilities were present, they were 
visible in society, and so I thought that was huge. 
While Oscar was excited about the language competencies he improved while abroad, the 
most valuable component of his global education was the validation he received about his identity 
as a young man with a visual impairment. His discussion of his childhood had included 
descriptions of how he often felt out of place compared to other children, his special glasses 
appearing so large and different from anything worn by others. But his time in Spain offered a new 
experience of being able to move much more comfortably through public space with a disability. 
Not only was the infrastructure and landscape more suited to his visual impairment, his sense of 
difference was reduced as people with disabilities were more prominently visible in Seville than 
in North Carolina.  
The success of his first trip abroad prompted Oscar to seek out other global experiences 
which would allow him to be adventurous in new ways, particularly in relation to his love of 
languages. He was awarded a FLAS scholarship to study Portuguese at Middlebury College after 
he returned from Spain. While Middlebury, based in Vermont, did not represent a conventional 
international opportunity, Oscar described the experience as more ‘global’ than many traditional 
study abroad programs in which American students tend to interact only with each other and 
continue communicating in English. Instead, his summer at Middlebury required complete 
language immersion. His instructors, who were all from Brazil, forbade a word of English from 
being spoken, even small talk between classes or in the dining hall having to be in Portuguese. The 
stringent language policy was both exhausting but also exhilarating for Oscar, his linguistic dreams 
manifesting in the mild heat of a Vermont summer. The challenge of having to suddenly speak and 
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think in an entirely new language made a mark on him, once again building his appreciation of his 
own strengths and talents:   
I feel like I don’t have any boundaries anymore […] I grew as a person. And then when I 
went to Vermont, I came back with tons of confidence because I was able to operate so 
well in a limited language environment. So I came back a lot more comfortable with 
myself. 
As our conversation ends and I start packing my bag, I ask Oscar about his upcoming plans, 
wondering where his confidence would take him next. I am thrilled to find out that he has already 
been accepted to a Master’s program at UNC. He is bubbling over with excitement about it but 
already thinking about what he would like to pursue next, asking me a few questions about the 
nature of completing a doctoral degree abroad. It seems that he is ready to move for an extended 
time outside North Carolina, outside the country in fact, assured of his ability to thrive even with 
the challenges presented by his visual impairment: 
So that’s what travel has brought me, my horizons are broad, I’ll go anywhere. In the back 
of my mind, I think that applying for [disability] accommodations at a different university 
in a different country might be difficult, but then I’m like, you know what, you only live 
once, you might as well! 
He bursts into a round of his glorious, exultant laughter before leaving the room, ready to 
walk into his next adventure.  
Reflections 
While each of the stories above hold their own unique details, they are similar in their 
descriptions of young men who conceptualize their global education as an opportunity to push the 
limits of possibility. Their bodies have been marked by difference their whole lives which has 
often prevented them from fully participating in the expected and desired activities of youth: Luke 
missed out on recreational adventures like fishing tournaments, Alan barely attended high school, 
Oscar was unable to play team sports. These are but a few examples of how these students found 
themselves located on the edges of youthful existence during their childhoods and adolescence. 
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Having spent most of their lives dealing with the spatial constraints that people with disabilities 
and serious illness encounter, Luke, Alan and Oscar, each in their own way, turn to higher 
education as a means of tackling experiences which had previously been beyond their grasp. These 
range from having the courage to fly on planes and navigate public transport alone for the first 
time, to undertaking adventurous escapades in the new cities and countries they found themselves 
in.  
At the heart of these experiences is the desire to be independent, particularly in terms of 
breaking free from their reliance on their parents. While desire for such independence may be 
regarded as a hallmark feature of crossing the threshold of young adulthood, it is particularly potent 
in the lives of these three students, who have had to rely heavily on their families to help them 
move through the world, both literally and figuratively. Whether due to surgeries and hospital stays 
or the challenges of lack of accessibility in public space, or the hardships of everyday basic care 
presented by illness and disability, these young men have necessarily depended on their parents 
for support and care. As a result, their decision to leave home for college, while typical for many 
young adults in America, was especially significant for each of them and brought with it a deluge 
of new activities and experiences, which they engaged in for the first time without parental 
supervision or assistance. As is evident in all three stories, the confidence generated by their foray 
into campus life catalyzed a yearning to push themselves further, to expand the boundaries of what 
they were capable of. For each of them, this meant traveling to new places in the form of global 
education opportunities, which represented the next level of solidifying their independence as they 
navigated themselves through new landscapes and unfamiliar sites.  
These yearnings for independence, these desires to move freely through the world, these 
aspirations to craft an existence of exploration and discovery and self-growth, offer intriguing 
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counterpoints to the neoliberal narrative. Self-development and improvement could be read as 
articulations of neoliberalism, to be sure, as the enhancement of the self for the purposes of 
securing success and prosperity. But the self-expansion in Luke, Alan and Oscar’s stories are more 
existential than economic. Their desire to push the limits in their lives, through higher education 
and global opportunities, are not in the detached service of generating future capital. Instead, their 
hopes are wholehearted and visceral, inscribed with the longing for a fullness of life that illness 
and disability stole from them when they were younger. Rather than a tool for accumulation, their 
global experiences offer them a chance, as young people who have been forced to often sit on the 
sidelines of life, to build faith in themselves and their ability to pursue a meaningful, expansive 
life. The confidence generated by these global experiences in turn feeds back into their lives and 
aspirations, expanding the realm of possibility they believe is available to them. They develop the 
courage to move far away for graduate school, the self-esteem to apply for prestigious national 
fellowships, the motivation to study and explore further. In the next chapter, themes of exploration 
are prominent as well, with a greater focus on how young people’s desires to travel to new places 
are heavily inflected by the intergenerational relationships they are situated in.  
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Sometimes I wonder  
(for my grandfather9) 
by Sertanya Reddy 
 
Sometimes I wonder 
at how strangely sad it is 
to have a grandparent  
who is sunshine. 
I ran through my childhood 
searching for you 
looking into the sky, 
yet you dripped 
through my fingers 
like honeyed light 
because try as I might 




you left this world 
twenty years before 
I entered it. 
 
 
So what could I know of you? 
 
 
But sometimes I wonder 
if I can hear your voice 
whispering through the ages, 
blowing across the decades 
like dandelion love. 
 
As a child 
I wondered why 
you had left 
before meeting me, 
                                                 
 
9 This poem is dedicated to my grandfather, who died in the 1960s (when my father, his eldest son, was only 16 
years old), after not receiving adequate medical attention due to apartheid policies.  
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before my father 
had barely brushed 
against adulthood. 
I was too young, then, 
to know of the  
frailties of life, 
my mind too tender 
to understand the 
cruelty of man,  
to know why a country  
led by white people 
for white people 
could not care less 
about caring for 
a brown man dying  
of cancer. 
 
As I waded into 
my adolescence 
I plunged  
into dusty piles 
of long-forgotten  
family books. 
And there I found it 
like buried treasure, 
a crumpled note 
gleaming with the gold 
of your touch. 
A love letter! 
For her, 
my grandmother, 
the girl who you said 
made your heart unfurl 
with the grace of a flower. 
 
I wondered then, 
as I read your  
love-laced words 
dripping with the syrup 
of the ages, 
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if you were the cause of 
my sentimental nature, 
if my poetic spirit 
had melted into me 
like a sugared inheritance 
from your sweet soul. 
 
 
Sometimes I wonder 
if you were there 
the night I fell  
into this world 
and if you breathed  
your spirit over me, 
casting into me 
the residual light 
of your being - 
the soul of a dreamer! 
 
And so here I am 
thinking of you again, 
dreaming once more 
of a man I’ve never met. 
 
 
So what could I know of you? 
 
 
And yet sometimes I wonder 
at how strangely beautiful it is 
to have a grandparent  
who is sunshine 
because what I have of you are 
fragments of your light 
refracted to me through 
the stories of others 
who witnessed your glow. 
 
They tell me that 
you were the best of men 
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who took the few drops 
given to him 
by a barren world  
and that you poured 
rivers of love 
into the laps of others. 
 
They tell me that 
your heart was gentle 
but you loved 
with a ferocity, 
perhaps born from  
a premonition 
of the shortness of life. 
 
They tell me that 
you would have run 
through the market 
in which you worked 
to gloriously proclaim 
the good news of the 
global voyages and victories 
of your granddaughter, 
me, 
the girl they say  
you longed for 
but were never able 
to hold. 
 
They tell me that 
you had the spark of a  
musical maestro  
inside of you, 
that your fingers could 
fire an accordion 
into life. 
 
Sometimes I wonder 
if we, 
the children  
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of your children, 
are your songs 
made into flesh, 
if you played us 
into being 
long before we knew 
how to be. 
 
They tell me that  
the world fell silent 
at the moment of your departure, 
that all the birds stopped flying 
and the Earth grew still. 
 
But sometimes I wonder 
if the symphony of your soul 
is inscribed into my bones, 
then surely I can find  
echoes of you. 
And if I compose a life  
as courageous as yours 
then perhaps 
your sweet, sweet song 
will flow like 
honeyed light 





CHAPTER SIX: “THERE’S SO MANY LAYERS”: INTERGENERATIONAL 
RELATIONSHIPS AND RE-MAKING THE SELF 
Sometimes I wonder at how strangely beautiful it is that I had to leave home, walk away 
from all that I knew, in order to fully re-make what it meant to me. It is a sweet, and often 
bewildering, paradox that what you assume you are running from is the very thing that will catch 
you when you stumble along your path. My memories from childhood to young adulthood, 
growing up in the sweltering humidity of Durban, are infused with images of me rebelling against 
the intergenerational parameters transposed onto my young body. My grandmother chastising me 
that “good Indian girls are clean and quiet”, as my five year old hands flung mud pies at my 
brothers, my voice raised in a shriek of defiance and ecstasy; my ten year old body kicking hard 
against both soccer balls and gender expectations, as extended family members proselytized that 
girls should be “sweet not sporty”; rolling my teenage eyes upon hearing my uncle state, so 
assuredly, that I would move from my father’s house into my husband’s house, with no time of 
independence in between, because “how could a girl live by herself?”; laughing uproariously five 
years ago, when my aunt told me that my decision to pursue doctoral study was illustrative of why 
I was “not the type who would ever get married”.  
In the midst of this tumultuous intergenerational noise, a quiet voice, deep within my 
dissenting body, whispered that running away would be the best option. Running away from the 
gender norms so deeply inscribed into the bones of the older people in my large South African 
Indian family; running away from all the limitations, restrictions, rules which sought to govern my 
unruly self. It felt back then, as I waited with the excitement of a young woman getting ready to 
move abroad, that the traditions and expectations of my culture, my place, my people were 
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reaching out for me across the ages, the fingers of patriarchy grasping at my throat, attempting to 
suffocate my mud pie-making, soccer-playing, independence-loving, education-seeking desires. I 
was grateful, both back then and now, that my parents offered supportive shields, deflecting the 
blows thrown by my elders. My mother and father quietly urged me forward, away from the 
authoritative power of generations of tradition, hoping I would find an escape hatch to another 
place, a space where I could experience the delicious freedom of creating my life on my own terms.   
Yet when I arrived in the United States, with the breathlessness of one seeking escape, I 
was confronted with the realization that I had possessed an anemic understanding of my 
relationship with my elders, the color of generations of love bleached out by my blooming feminist 
inclinations. Of course, the patriarchy and archaic gender expectations were real and ridiculous, 
mind-numbing and frustrating in their incessant demands that I manipulate my body to look, think, 
speak and behave in a certain manner. In many ways, my tendency to bleach out their influence 
came from a desire to scrub myself clean of the past, to render invisible the stains of others upon 
my life. I had assumed that moving abroad for graduate school would offer me a blank canvas, a 
fresh chance to make myself into someone who was not restrained by the grasping tentacles of 
intergenerational relations.     
But in the first few weeks of my move to North Carolina, I discovered that the notion of 
the blank canvas, an imaginary idealized by the individualism so often embraced in America, was 
an empty shell, a hollowed out dream which did not satiate me. As I moved through days upon 
days of foreignness and unfamiliarity, experiencing a deep sense of isolation for the first time in 
my life, I longed for the comfort of that which was known to me, seeking solace in the reminder 
that I did not walk alone. The generations of those who had come before me, which had once 
represented a weight I did not wish to be chained to, offered a vital anchor in my early days abroad. 
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When I felt overshadowed by loneliness, I thought of my aunts and uncles - even the old-fashioned 
ones who were a little mystified by my feminist life choices - buying me socks and scarves and 
sweaters in the days leading up to my departure from South Africa, their care and concern that I 
stay warm in the Northern Hemisphere, a space they had never crossed into. When I felt the sharp 
edges of doubt, questioning my ability to succeed in an American graduate program, I thought of 
my parents and their unfulfilled hopes of completing doctoral degrees, their sacrifices and dreams 
offering the faith I needed when my own uncertainties impeded my path. When I felt the gnawing 
ache of being lost, dizzy with the newness of everything, I thought of my grandparents, hoping to 
remember who I was through them: my maternal grandfather, whose incisive mind and passion 
for History and Latin should have been enough to make him a professor, were it not for his brown 
skin; my maternal grandmother, who was not permitted educational access beyond middle school, 
but who possessed all the markings of a true intellectual, fulfilling her ambition to publish Tamil 
song and prayer books as a means of remembering our Indian culture in South Africa; my paternal 
grandmother, subjected to a life of domesticity and caring for others, but who became a renowned 
baker in her community, and whose unshakeable spiritual faith provided me with a bulwark of 
optimism in dark times; and my paternal grandfather, the one I never met, whose presence flows 
like honeyed light in the background of my life, his artistic soul speaking through me, even now 
as I write these sweet words. 
And so sometimes I wonder at how strange it is that the family relations that I thought I 
was running from were what I eventually found myself running toward as my global education 
journey unfolded. How unexpected to be simultaneously gripped by a desire to smash the gendered 
ways of knowing and being in the world that have been passed through family generations, and 
yet to also be consumed by the need to reach out and cling to ancestral experiences, the 
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intergenerational offering a raft of support in uncertain times. Even now, as I draw closer to the 
end of my global education journey, and when my initial loneliness and fear about living here have 
long vanished, I am overcome by a powerful urge to include all of them in my dissertation, all 
those in my life who walked here on Earth before I did. I know now that it comes from a deep 
desire to make known, both to myself and to others, that my journey does not belong to me alone, 
that the blank canvas was a myth all along, that my quest to make and re-make myself is inevitably 
tangled up, both in frustrating but also beautiful ways, with the lives of others. 
Intergenerational entanglement emerged as a central theme in the stories of the young 
people I spoke with for this research. Most mentioned their parents as impacting their global 
education in some way. Some described their mothers and fathers as supportive and encouraging, 
wanting them to pursue educational and life opportunities that they themselves had never had 
access to. But several talked of their parents’ disapproval regarding their desire to travel to new 
locations, their displeasure rooted in everything from concerns that global experiences were not 
educationally important for their children, to fears about the dangers and challenges of their 
daughters and sons being alone in another part of the world. The students’ stories were saturated 
with the experiences of others in their lineage, mothers, fathers, aunts and uncles, grandparents, 
all spilling over into their lives, the love and disappointment and support and anger of numerous 
others overflowing into their global journeys. The short stories that follow illustrate the 
complexities of intergenerational relations in two young women’s global experiences and the 
competing, often confusing, pull of the past on their current lives. Their disagreements with their 
parents about their educational choices reveal conflicting political discourses and intergenerational 
moral tensions.  
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Maria 
“There’s so many layers and identity is complicated”, Maria says with a sigh, as she blinks 
through her tears. A few years ago, she discovered, like buried treasure hidden from her by her 
own family, that her paternal grandmother was Latina, a shocking revelation considering that she 
was “raised white”, as she describes it. Her discovery sits uneasily alongside the fact that her father, 
she tells me, sympathizes with the ideals of white supremacy. The sharp edges of her family drama 
come up in the midst of her describing to me, bright-eyed with excitement, the details of her 
educational travels to Honduras, Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand. Maria is one of those people 
who always seems to be carrying around a few rays of sunshine in her pocket. Wherever she goes, 
warmth and light seem to accompany her, her buoyant spirit not easily crushed. Yet she is the 
student who cries the most in my interviews, her hand clutching mine as she describes her 
contentious relationship with her father. Hailing from a tiny rural town of a few hundred people in 
North Carolina, she is the first in her family to step foot on a college campus. And her choice to 
do so, to walk her own path away from the small town of her childhood, raised the ire of her family: 
“they’re from a Southern conservative background and my dad told me, ‘you better not become a 
liberal when you go to Chapel Hill, you better keep your values and remember where you come 
from’”. Her decision to attend UNC, while no more than two hours away from where she grew up, 
sparked explosive exchanges between her and her father: “My dad will say to me that I’m not 
willing to see his perspective. And I’m like thinking that actually I heard [his] perspective for 18 
years and now I’m finally getting another perspective”. Maria’s entry to college offered her the 
opportunity to not only leave behind her small town, but also to escape the racist views and 
prejudiced opinions bequeathed to her by her father: 
It’s tough because you love these people [family] and I know they love me but I just can’t 
fathom how they think. I mean I can, but I can’t. I grew up with their views but I was never 
as extreme as them. I have an example from when I was young, when my dad, who I think 
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was drunk, was trying to make me say a very terrible word about African Americans that 
starts with an ‘N’ and I remember that we were yelling at each other because he was forcing 
me to say it and I refused to and I was crying. And I think that just encapsulates our 
dynamic. I definitely held prejudice and racist sentiments but I was never as extreme as my 
parents and I think that’s due to education and I like to read so I would read books about 
the Holocaust and slavery and that sparked empathy in me that my parents didn’t have. So 
there always was a little difference between us but now it’s pretty stark.  
Even from a young age, Maria’s interest in books and history kindled a desire to learn about 
the lives of people very different from her, a desire that her parents did not understand since their 
conservative politics are based on an aversion to difference. For Maria, education, and the opening 
it offered to encounter difference, was the space in which she began to question the beliefs and 
views passed down the generations of her family. It was particularly when she started college that 
her dissenting views, spurred by her access to education, began to be held in sharp relief to those 
of her parents: 
So I had some different political beliefs before coming here [to UNC] and I would say that 
those have been questioned, have been critically evaluated, and some have been changed. 
And I'm really happy I’ve had the opportunity to learn from other students, from traveling 
abroad, from books, various ways of critical thinking and really evaluating my stance on 
things. And not just being, ‘this is what I think and this is just the way it is’, like some 
people back home [...] But just by attending UNC, I have really expanded my view of the 
world and of people. And I’ve really tried to challenge stereotypes that I've had or 
predispositions that I had, about groups, or people. All kinds of things. But going abroad 
is just a whole other level. It’s so much more immersed and involved. You really get these 
hands-on experiences that you can’t get from a book. And I really value it so much [...] I 
was…well not completely narrow-minded, but very narrow-minded before UNC. I kind of 
thought a lot the way my parents think. And now I’m like, oh my gosh, I can’t believe they 
think stuff like that! But you only know what you know and what your experiences have 
allowed you to know. So I consider myself now very grateful to have the opportunities to 
learn what I have. Because I know that my parents don’t think that they’re racist in some 
ways, but that’s what they’ve been around. So I feel very privileged to be at this university 
and to have gone abroad and to know it’s not really the way I’ve thought about it in the 
past. And I think it’s made me someone who is very critical. I question a lot of things now, 
versus in the past I would just go with what other people would say. So now if I think stuff, 
I’ll tell myself that maybe I shouldn’t think like that. Or maybe I should look this up, or 
ask someone who is from that country about their experiences with something. And not to 
generalize. 
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Maria imagines the college campus as a site of possibility, the space in which she has met 
new people, learned new things, heard new ideas, experienced new adventures. In this sense, UNC 
represents a foreign location to her, characterized by all types of social and cultural dimensions 
not present either in her rural hometown or her intimate family life. Going abroad became the 
natural extension of this newness in her mind. Whether it was meeting college students in Thailand, 
learning about the history of Singapore, or thinking about the problems entangled in the white 
savior complex as she worked with local communities in Honduras, her global experiences 
provided opportunities to think, interact, and behave in ways that diverged from those she was 
raised with. She understands her exposure to difference as presenting her with an opening, a chance 
to re-evaluate the legacies of thought passed down to her, to decide for herself how to approach 
the world. Yet her education, while offering liberation for herself, also becomes the site of rupture 
for her and her elders, the point at which their adamant desire to encounter only the familiar comes 
into conflict with her dreams of experiencing new things:  
It’s really hard because when I go home they tell me that I’ve been liberalized and they 
say, ‘well you think now that you’ve gone to college for two years that you know 
everything’. But it’s not like that. I just know how fortunate I am to have had the 
opportunity to meet different people from different parts of the world with all these unique 
experiences. And because they’ve been in this bubble they haven’t had that opportunity. 
And I’m not saying that makes them any less than me, that’s just the reason why they think 
the way they do and view the world the way they do […] My parents tell me that they’re 
proud of me when I get good grades but I think part of them wishes I hadn’t gone [to UNC]. 
Because I think that a lot of how I think and what I value contrasts now with how they 
think and what they value. And it’s very different because when I was little, I would just 
say ‘yeah, that’s what I think too, because you’re my parent’. But now I’m old enough to 
think on my own and so I may say, ‘no, that’s wrong’. And that’s not what they want to 
hear, they don’t want me to question things.  
Maria’s intergenerational disjuncture with her parents fell apart further when she expressed 
her interests in global travel. Her father was both reticent and confused about her aspirations to 
experience anything outside the white, Christian, Southern culture she had grown up in, as well as 
concerned about how “dangerous” other countries were, fueled by the conservative media outlets 
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of which he was a fan. Maria’s efforts to make her father excited about travel went unrewarded: 
“He told me he’s got everything that he needs right here in America. And so he didn’t want me to 
go [abroad] because he hates international travel or going anywhere that’s outside of his little 
bubble where he knows everyone”. To Maria’s father, the outside world offers only danger and 
uncertainty, an unknown landscape that he has no interest in traversing. His daughter’s decision to 
escape into the unknown, to move beyond the borders he had so carefully constructed around his 
mind and body, unsettled him, threatening to crumble the limits of his own understanding of the 
world. To his disgust and dismay, Maria’s global education resulted in her marrying a man from 
Honduras. She had met him while in middle school in North Carolina but he and his family had 
left the United States. A decade later, they re-kindled their friendship when she went abroad to 
Honduras for an educational program, falling in love and finally deciding to marry. Her parents 
were outraged, their vision for what constitutes a good life obliterated by their dissenting daughter:  
My parents referred to him as Mexican, which drove me nuts as he’s from Honduras. And 
I think they thought it was just a phase, but here we are years later and they realize now 
it’s not a phase. I think my parents had this vision for me that I would grow up, settle down, 
marry a white cowboy and then pop out a few kids and live there [at home] but that’s just 
not what I want. I think them reconciling what their dreams are for me were with what my 
dreams are is difficult for them. 
Her tears come fast and strong at this point in her narration, as she tells me about her 
father’s phone call a few months earlier, when he adamantly stated that he would not love any 
children that she and her husband had. Her father’s refusal to encounter difference or to accept 
mixed-race grandchildren, so deeply entwined with his notions of whiteness, emerge as deeply 
ironic, and baffling, when Maria reveals that his mother, her grandmother, was Latina. It was a 
discovery she made in her teenage years, having never known her grandmother who committed 
suicide before she was born. As a child, her friends would tease her about how quickly her olive 
skin would tan under the North Carolina sun, her dark eyes and hair betraying the fragile façade 
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of whiteness her father had created for himself and his children. Extended family members 
whispered to her the few facts they knew of her grandmother’s life and background. Her father 
flatly denied all the details, fabricating a story about his mother being from Spain to explain why 
she spoke Spanish, when in fact Maria had discovered that she was from Mexico. “I never met 
[my grandma] but I wish I did as I carry her first name”, Maria tells me longingly. Her discovery 
about her unexpected ancestry offered an alternative path from the one her father had created, a 
different kind of life: 
My family raised me as a white girl because I’m from a rural area and where I’m from, 
people cling to whiteness. Even though they know there are other races and ethnicities, 
they identify with this whiteness. After coming to UNC and learning more about my 
background, well I still don’t know a lot about my grandma but I want to know. And now 
being married to a man from Honduras, learning the language more, meeting more people 
here, a part of me now identifies with being Latina but I also feel like I don’t have the right 
to as I’ve also enjoyed the privileges that come with whiteness. 
When Maria first found out about her grandmother’s identity, as a teenager in rural North 
Carolina, she decided to learn Spanish as a way of feeling more connected to the family member 
she had never met, but who she felt linked to through their shared name. Once at UNC, she chose 
to continue her love for Spanish by taking advanced classes. And her decision for her first global 
trip to be to Honduras came from her goal of furthering her conversational Spanish. While her 
relationship with her father continues to be rocky, it seems that her desire to reach out and feel into 
the space between her and her deceased grandmother offers her an intergenerational anchor that 
she has not received from her parents. In questioning her grandmother’s identity, and her own as 
well, she came to the conclusion that it was possible for intergenerational relationships to be based 
on expansion and acceptance, rather than conflict. She ends our final conversation by telling me 
about the dreams that she has for the newer generations in her family, both her much younger 
sisters and her unborn children: 
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And you know for my sisters, I want the best, so I’m always encouraging them to read, and 
dropping hints like, ‘when you get older, you can study abroad too’. I want them to be able 
to experience things like that […] And when I raise my own children in the future, I will 
say to them: ‘you can be whoever you want to be and identify however you want to 
identify’.    
Leah 
Leah and I discover that we are kindred spirits, both lovers of words. As an English major, 
she enjoys nothing more than drinking up a good novel, steeping herself in the beauty of language. 
Growing up in a remote rural town in North Carolina, and being home-schooled, meant that her 
passion for books saw her through many a lonely afternoon. It was in the pages of literature that 
she first nurtured an interest in travel, her imagination percolating in stories of far-off places. Yet 
adventuring outside the small limits carefully built around her life by her parents was no easy feat: 
I come from a very traditional home. My dad works in a mine and my mom is a stay-at-
home mom. It’s one of those towns where you either stay there your whole life or you leave 
and never come back. It’s definitely one of those towns where people get forgotten there 
[…] Growing up in a small town, there are things that you don’t even think about as being 
feasible – going someplace like Carolina is one of those things. Because growing up in a 
small town, there’s this fear of leaving home because it’s the unknown, you have no idea 
what’s going to happen. 
As a first-generation college student who attended her local community college for two 
years, Leah initially found the very notion of UNC unimaginable, a space far removed from her 
small, knowable hometown. Yet transferring to the state’s flagship university eventually became 
the escape route she needed, a means of leaving behind the pain etched into the walls of her tiny 
town. She confides that she needed a means of running away: “I was in a really bad, 
psychologically abusive relationship, so I was really broken down from that, it gets to the point 
where you think you’re not good enough to do anything”. Her acceptance to UNC offered the start 
of her healing, building her confidence that she was capable of achieving things by herself and 
crafting her life on her own terms. Despite her courage stepping into uncharted territory, she still 
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had to cope with trepidation from her parents, doubt and fear seeping from their own lives into 
hers:   
My mother was very nervous about sending me out into the big bad world. It’s kind of hard 
to explain my parents. Growing up in a small town, they kind of were always able to keep 
tabs on me, I was only able to get into so much trouble and I wasn’t going to get kidnapped 
or something. And the city, an urban space, represented all those dangers. When it was 
time for me to transfer here, I had the hardest time trying to explain to my parents that 
Chapel Hill is not the city. It’s not like Raleigh, it’s actually a small town. My mom came 
to orientation with me [at UNC] and she was finally re-assured when she visited because 
there are no high-rises here. 
Leah’s move to Chapel Hill, her first step in her independent mobility, shifted the earth 
beneath her parents’ feet, leaving them unmoored in “the big bad world”. While home represented 
the safety and stability of the familiar, even a small town like Chapel Hill seemed remote until the 
landscape offered tangible evidence to Leah’s mother, proving that it was not an urban area. Their 
hometown represented the site in which their daughter could be observed and managed, unlike the 
distant college campus which offered no means of direct surveillance for them as parents. While 
this newfound freedom was exciting for Leah, she also felt overwhelmed by the newness of it all:  
For me, it was a huge deal. I had never rode public transit a day in my life, I had never 
gotten a taxi, I had never done any of those things. I struggled to feel that I belonged here 
and it was a struggle to feel like I was making friends. There are people whose parents and 
grandparents and great-grandparents have been going here for like the past 100 years. And 
I’m like, oh cool, my dad is a miner. No one in my family has gone to college. And it’s 
written into UNC’s culture, like you have the Fight Song and the end of the song is “I’m a 
Tar Heel born, I’m a Tar Heel bred, and when I die I’m a Tar Heel dead”. And I can’t say 
that because I’m not a Tar Heel born or a Tar Heel bred…because I’m the first. 
In talking about her status as a first-generation student, Leah imagines intergenerationality 
as a form of social capital that she does not possess. Her claim to campus space feels less authentic 
and valid than students whose bodies represent the legacies of class privilege and educational 
access. Her mobility, while offering her a chance to create a new life, also represents a rupturing 
of her sense of self, the jagged confusion of being caught in the middle of wanting to escape from 
the limits of her past while also feeling excluded from her current context. Her first experience of 
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global education, participating in the Puerto Rico program, offered a helpful starting point in 
developing tendrils of connection to campus:  
The trip was fantastic, amazing, completely life-altering. Going to Puerto Rico is what 
helped me feel like I belonged here. Because going away from UNC my first semester, 
when I was feeling so much like I didn’t belong, going away from the university for a few 
days with people who I knew cared about me and also being around other UNC students 
who I knew were from similar backgrounds, well coming back and getting off the plane it 
was like something clicked. And from that moment forward, Chapel Hill was home and I 
felt like I belonged here because if I could do something like that there then I could 
definitely do anything here.    
A key reason why Leah’s time in Puerto Rico was so significant to her, even as a short trip, 
was the fact that it represented another overt chance to loosen herself from the intergenerational 
forces which had long dominated her life, particularly in relation to her mother:  
I think that UNC in general has helped me to be a much more confident person and I think 
that PR was a big part of that transformation. I think that, because my mom is an 
apprehensive person, I grew up being apprehensive too. And that has really diminished in 
my personality a lot which is something I’m really proud of because I used to get nervous 
about so many different things. And I think traveling so far away helped me get over my 
fears about so many kinds of things, whether it’s me not knowing what I want to do with 
my life, or riding the bus for the first time, or going someplace new and not knowing where 
it was. And so having to travel to a place where I obviously knew nothing about where 
anything was really helped me get over that anxiety that I had struggled with for a long 
time. 
It became clear as Leah talked that during her childhood and adolescence at home, 
particularly as an only child living a quiet, sheltered life, she never felt the need to question who 
she was or what she believed, as her identity was already neatly packaged and transferred for her, 
from her parents. Her move to college, however, precipitated a dissolution of all she had taken for 
granted, leading her to reflect on questions of exclusion and belonging. Her time in Puerto Rico, 
indeed a ‘global’ experience for a young woman who had barely left her coal-mining town in the 
South, prompted further questioning and reflection.  
For me, how I always talk about Puerto Rico, is that I’ve never learned so much about 
myself and about where I’m from as I did by leaving where I’m from. And I think it allowed 
me to have a more critical view on where I grew up, than I had before, just because I had 
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space from it. I was just excited to go somewhere else that I had never been before. But 
then coming back from Puerto Rico, after learning about African diaspora in Puerto 
Rico…well, a lot of people in the South do not want to talk about race issues, especially 
conservative areas, which is where I was from. So I cannot go home and talk about Black 
Lives Matter, without causing a ruckus. People just don’t want to talk about it. But going 
to Puerto Rico was a moment for me where I could really admit to myself that I’m really 
interested in racial issues. Before going to Puerto Rico, I was interested in these issues but 
I was shying away from them because they’re politically charged issues and they’re sore 
spots and they’re hard to talk about in the South.  
As a young white woman growing up in the conservative rural South, Leah did not explore 
questions of race or racism, until her move to college and travel experiences provided her with the 
opportunity to grapple with them. Her short trip to Puerto Rico offered a small opening for her to 
start making her own choices about what to think and believe. 
And then going someplace else and learning about these racial issues and being out of that 
environment [at home] and being out of the South and learning about racial issues 
somewhere else. And learning about those things in a place like Puerto Rico, which is 
different but also not different, that helped me realize that I really am interested in these 
issues. And I’m now doing my Senior Honors thesis on African American women in 
medicine in American literature. And I don’t know if I would have ever come to that if I 
hadn’t gone to Puerto Rico. Something that I was really able to figure out in Puerto Rico 
is that you can’t be interested in women’s issues as a feminist if you’re not also interested 
in the rights of other oppressed groups. 
Her experiences learning about histories of oppression in Puerto Rico catalyzed her 
interests in inequality and social justice. Her choice to learn more about colonialism and structural 
inequities altered her understanding of the nation state and how she relates to it geopolitically:  
After I came home from the trip, in the next semester, I took a class that was about the 
transatlantic slave trade and part of the reason I took it is because of my time in Puerto 
Rico. And that, with the trip, impacted how I think about the US but also about the whole 
world. I think when you grow up in the US, especially if you’re from a rural community, 
there’s a way where the US becomes the entire world and you don’t really realize it. But I 
think learning about Puerto Rico and then right on the heels of that learning about how 
slavery was a global thing in so many ways. So that really opened up my eyes to the fact 
that there’s an entire world. I learned how the US effects the rest of the world, but how the 
rest of the world goes on without us too. 
Leah’s entry into global education, and her subsequent studies, re-shaped her 
understanding of both historic as well as current geopolitics. This re-imagining was not simply 
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intellectual but also highly personal as she forged her way through her college degree building her 
interests in feminism and activism. Yet her new interests and emerging feminist self grated 
uncomfortably against the contours of her parents’ expectations: 
Every time I see my parents, we end up getting into at least one mild argument about race 
and structural forms of injustice in this country. I wouldn’t say that it’s conflict but they 
just don’t get it and it’s hard for me to explain it to them. My mom always tells me, ‘oh, 
you’re being indoctrinated into the liberal agenda’. 
While Leah is quick to suggest that the “mild” political disagreements with her parents 
were “not a big deal”, her casual remarks contradict the stress on her face when she mentions it to 
me. She winces slightly as she tries to explain away the intergenerational tension, but it is clear 
that she finds it hurtful, not sure how to reconcile her deep love for her mother – “she’s honestly 
my best friend” – with her own changing beliefs and growing social awareness, something her 
mother does not approve of.  
But Leah is optimistic that she is not the only one changing, that her shifts and expansions, 
brought on by her global education, have impacted her parents, encouraging them to re-think their 
own entrenched views of the world. She ends our conversation by sharing an experience she had 
the last time her parents visited her on campus. In her effort to share the various new pieces of her 
life with them, she took her mother to the Global Education Center, with the hope that she could 
convey to her how important her trip to Puerto Rico had been. As they entered the glass-paneled 
building, the sun streaming through the large windows on a perfect Carolina afternoon, they 
discovered that the Center was hosting a visiting international artist, a Buddhist monk. The monk 
was immersed, publicly, in the act of creating a sand mandala, a painstaking process of pouring 
granules of colored sand into excruciatingly detailed patterns, only to then engage in a ritualistic 
destruction of the work of art. While Leah had read that the creation of a mandala is infused with 
deep spiritual symbolism for Buddhists regarding the ephemerality of human existence, she 
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assumed that it would hold no interest for her mother. She was shocked, and deeply moved, when 
her mother insisted that she wanted to stay until the end of the destruction ceremony. So there they 
stood, side by side, two North Carolina woman joined by blood but separated by age and education, 
both silently weeping at the profound beauty unfolding before their eyes.    
My mom, this super conservative Christian woman, goes home and she says to me, ‘maybe 
we all just believe in the same God’. And that was a total revolutionary thing for her to say. 
So there are ways in which I’ve gotten push back [from my parents] about what I’m 
studying, but there are definitely ways in which I’ve changed their view of the world also 
because of my global experiences here. 
And with that final story, Leah exits my office, leaving me pondering the nature of kinship, 
the challenges of intergenerational tensions, and the mysterious power of colored sand.  
Reflections 
Both Leah and Maria’s stories illustrate the potential for higher education to be an 
intergenerational rupture point between young people and their parents. These ruptures are 
particularly potent when young adults are first generation college students, as their entry into 
campus spaces triggers fear within their families. For both Maria and Leah, their hometowns were 
spaces in which their parents were able to manage and enact surveillance on their bodies, able to 
control who and what their daughters had access to. They perceive universities, on the other hand, 
as spaces of rebellion, where the newness and difference their children are encountering threaten 
to dismantle the carefully constructed borders they have placed around their lives. For conservative 
Southern families, these boundaries are particularly built around racist ideals of whiteness, where 
the hometown comes to represent homogeneity and thus security. Conversely, universities are 
teeming with all manner of difference and are also read as sites of liberal indoctrination where 
young people are in danger of falling victim to progressive thinking.   
For young adults such as Leah and Maria, attending college becomes a pathway of escape, 
a chance to begin thinking about the world and themselves in ways which diverge from how they 
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were raised. The university becomes a space of liberation in which they have the room and freedom 
to question the ideals they grew up with. But this freedom is uncomfortable, often colliding with 
their parents’ ideologies. The intergenerational tensions which arise, as they are exposed to new 
ideas and different ways of approaching the world, give rise to vehement familial conflicts, spilling 
over with tears, arguments and shouting. These can be understood as temporal strains, as young 
adults find themselves navigating a difficult liminality between who their parents raised them to 
be and who they hope to become. As a result, the present moment is marked by discord and 
confusion as students such as Leah and Maria experiment with stretching boundaries that had 
previously gone unquestioned. They introduce debates about racism during family dinners; they 
instigate conversations about other cultures and languages and religions during weekend parental 
visits; they make statements about the vital necessity of feminism and social justice.  
These contentious intergenerational interactions take on a new intensity when they decide 
to embark on global trips. Other countries and cultures represent danger and newness more so than 
even the liberal campus space, new frontiers where parents’ already tenuous grasps on their 
children’s lives threaten to fully slip away. As Leah and Maria continue to explore new contexts, 
further stretching boundaries and expanding their understandings of the world, tensions boil over 
with their parents as they cement their independence from their families of origin. These 
intergenerational relationships complicate the simplistic neoliberal narrative, which falsely 
idealizes the student subject as a blank canvas, an empty container ready to be filled with global 
experiences. Instead, as seen in both Leah and Maria’s stories, students embark on their travels 
already spilling over with a host of life experiences, views, ideologies and conflicts. Their 
decisions and actions and thoughts are drenched with intergenerational dynamics as they find 
themselves considering, balancing, questioning and rejecting the ideologies of their elders. As their 
108 
global mobility catalyzes reflections on race, cultural difference and the nation state, their 
disagreements with their parents reveal conflicting political discourses and intergenerational moral 
tensions. These themes of political questioning and moral reflections continue in the final data 
chapter that follows, with a focus on the deep relationality and critical awareness that are possible 
in global education. 
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An Early Evening Walk in Carrboro10 
by Sertanya Reddy 
 
I thank you  
for the sweet 
sweet green 
of fresh sprung grass. 
 
And 
for the half-moon smile 
of the woman  
down the road 
who I do not know 




for making my heart 
as big as the tree 
on the corner  
of the street 
the one  





for sending me  
friends 
in the form of fireflies 
reminding me that  
enchantment is just 
a spark away. 
 
And  
for whispering wisdom 
through the breeze 
                                                 
 
10 Dedicated to my beloved community (human, Nature, and Spirit) in Chapel Hill/Carrboro who helped me create 
new life after the shooting.  
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into my tired ears 
which had almost 




for the middle-school  
boys jostling 
each other 
laughing for no reason 
other than 




for the love 
planted here 
in this place 
sown through  
these winding streets  
and quiet roads 
by caring hands 
when I was too weary  
to labor alone. 
 
And  
for the perennial magic 
of this love 
blooming 
like the spring daffodils 
which appear overnight  
with the resolute  
resurrection 
of those who believe 
in new life. 
 
And  




in the air 
so that even 
a single breath becomes 
a delight 
and life itself 





CHAPTER SEVEN: “IT OPENED MY EYES”: ON DEEP RELATIONALITY AND CRITICAL 
AWARENESS  
I walk to clear my mind. Feet pounding pavement, arms swinging, breath in and breath out. 
Meditative movement. The quiet neighborhoods of Carrboro, my favorite walking spots, are 
scattered with my thoughts, strewn like ribbons through the trees. These moments of reflection 
seem precious, shards of time stolen from the neoliberal machinery of productivity. Here, I am not 
required to perform nor expected to achieve; here, there is only the grass underfoot and the sky 
overhead. I remember first walking here, when America was foreign, the scenery unknown, 
wondering what madness had compelled me to move my life to an unfamiliar place. Everything 
had been new back then, a heady mix of excitement, fear, anticipation. Sometimes when I look 
back at the half a decade I have spent here, I view my time through my afternoon and evening 
walks. Leaves turning red; trees becoming bare; daffodils springing up; gardenias blooming. 
Seasons pass, things die, things are born, they die again, nature itself an inexplicable concoction 
of magic and metaphor. For there is poetry here, for those of us with ears to hear and eyes to see, 
messages written into the landscape, lessons whispered to us through rock and earth.  
Year after year on my walks, I observed the customary changes in the wind: silent in the 
summer, blustery in the fall, frigid in the winter, sweet in the spring. And at some point in the 
midst of the movement of the breeze, I changed too. I walked and walked and something in me 
unraveled. My armor and defenses as a foreigner, an outsider, crumbled. My fear of the unknown 
loosened as these neighborhoods cut a groove through my memory. The dust of North Carolina 
settled into my bones, warm and certain. I know now that this is how new things are built, speck 
by speck. Possessing a personality which is both curious and sentimental, I longed to know the 
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moment at which this place transformed into home, to be able to clearly hold in the palm of my 
hand, like a shining jewel, the point in time at which these streets became paved into my mind as 
belonging to me, and me to them. But questions such as these are as difficult to grasp as a speck 
of dust. The only truth I can state with confidence is that my feelings of belonging here, carrying 
this place in my heart as my home, have been built by the connections I forged over the last six 
years. Embers of affection, love, companionship, and care that I had slowly stoked ignited into 
deep relationships. And that is how home was crafted for me here, speck by speck, with others, 
through others, because of others.  
When I was a child, languishing on my grandmother’s bed in the lazy heat of the South 
African summer holidays, she would tell me the story of how she once baked for Nelson Mandela. 
She had managed to impress him with one of her well-known creations, a decadent trifle. A 
quintessentially British dessert, a trifle consists of multiple layers of sponge cake, whipped cream, 
fruit and nuts. Years later, I discovered that this is how new relationships are built when you move 
abroad: layer by sweet layer. Short conversations on campus turned into long talks over lunch, 
which turned into memory-making Spring Break trips. My casual encounters with others slowly 
unwound from the cocoon of polite niceties, metamorphosing into deep relationships. Fellow grad 
students, co-workers, staff, faculty, people in the local community, all threaded themselves 
together to create for me the fabric of a new life here, an interwoven tapestry where there had once 
been only an empty loom.  
Initially, it seemed that my relationships were marked by my dependencies on so many 
others for so many things: rides to the grocery store so that I could eat, invitations to share 
Thanksgiving meals so that I would not be alone, pharmacy pick-ups and a helping hand when I 
injured my knee and could not walk. Yet I slowly began to reciprocate the care, to participate in 
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the outpouring of concern and responsibility for others. It happened in small ways at first, with me 
delighting in creating elaborate cakes for friends’ birthdays and hosting dinners to celebrate 
completed exams and hard-won grants. These trickled, at some point, into larger occurrences. I 
was there for my roommate’s late-night trip to the emergency room, asking questions, making 
notes; I was there to perform the weekly labor of babysitting for a fellow student, who desperately 
needed a moment of silence, a breath of air; I was there the night my friend’s heart was pulverized 
by the betrayal of infidelity, the salt of her tears dripping into the shallow indentation of my 
collarbone, that secret nook on human bodies in which we carry the sorrows of others; I was there 
the day a grad school acquaintance asked me to pray for her as she whispered to me, her eyes wild 
with hope, that her faith in God’s love sustained her even while the cancer was ravaging her body.   
And so my global education journey has been a decoupage of exams and papers, research 
and teaching, skills and competencies, layered over by the very substance of life, the exquisite 
intimacies of sharing a human existence with others. The delicate and complex web of relations I 
found myself beautifully entangled in was not suspended in the air, distant and aloft, but was very 
much emplaced, rooted to the ground. My initial relational foundations were laid on campus, but 
quickly spilled out into surrounding areas, Durham, Raleigh and, most notably, Carrboro. It was 
not simply that Carrboro had become home but that the streams of love and care which watered 
my spirit flowed through this town, droplets sprinkled throughout friends’ apartments where we 
celebrated and laughed, coffee shops where we worked (and commiserated about working), 
farmer’s markets where we connected with those who bend their backs to reap and harvest – all of 
us planting life together. It was human breath and beating hearts, easy smiles and gracious hands, 
that made this place come alive for me when earlier it had been only a collection of buildings and 
trees, an empty shell.  
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And, really, this is why I cherish my walks through Carrboro. Not because they offer me 
an opportunity to be alone but rather because they provide a chance for me to feel in communion 
with a place that has become home by virtue of the fact that it lives and breathes through others 
for me. The grass underfoot and the sky overhead hold together the life I created with others, that 
we continue to re-make over and over and over again. This is the message whispered by the rocks 
and the earth, that new life is constantly in motion. Unfolding, unfurling, blooming.  
The students I worked with all recounted tales of creating new life with others on their 
travels, whether they were abroad for a few weeks, a few months or, for some of them, multiple 
years at a time. In the midst of the changes and uncertainties brought about by visiting or moving 
to new places, they were held steady by the relations of love and support that unfurled around 
them. Every single student I spoke with brought up examples, experiences and descriptions of deep 
loving relationality, when explaining the significance of their global education. More than any 
other theme, care was pulled through their stories, a golden thread running through all their diverse 
travel experiences. All of the student stories which have already been included thus far in the 
preceding chapters could have been featured here as narratives of care: Johnathan bonding with 
local students in Puerto Rico, sharing their common concerns about financial scarcity and worry 
about the future; Luke being carried on the backs of fellow students as they climbed pyramids in 
Mexico, so that he would not be left alone at the bottom in his wheelchair; Maria and Leah 
developing caring orientations toward the world as their global travels prompted deep reflections 
about questions of race and oppression. The three brief student stories that follow have been 
selected as exemplars of the variegated nature of care. Care is the everyday reassurance that your 
host family is looking after you as you make your way through a new country. But care is also you 
performing loving labor for your host family, cleaning and feeding and rocking to sleep their child. 
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And care is also finding yourself on the other side of the world and having the parameters of your 
mind expand as your sense of moral understanding widens to encompass the suffering bodies of 
those both close and distant to you. In these three narratives, we witness a diversity of ways in 
which care colors the lives of young adults as they make their way creating new life(s) abroad.      
Alison 
Alison is the very first student I interview, early on in my research process. Her quirky 
personality and self-deprecating sense of humor are immediately endearing. As we settle into our 
conversation, her wry remarks encircle her account of how she found her way to Japan. Born in 
South Carolina, she and her family made their way to North Carolina, settling in Charlotte, where 
she spent most of her life. As a low-income student, Alison’s entry point to higher education was 
community college but her hard work and good grades eventually resulted in her transferring to 
UNC. She describes her decision to study abroad in Japan as inevitable, the byproduct of her 
fascination with anime, which began in her childhood. The unexpected idiosyncrasy of her, a 
young black girl growing up in the American South, falling madly in love with Japanese animation, 
is not lost on her, as she sarcastically teases herself for being obsessed with cartoons created on 
the other side of the world.  
Her love of anime was no passing fancy, no mere childish pastime to be blown away by 
the winds of approaching adulthood. It always surprises me to observe how seemingly 
inconsequential things from our early lives leave indelible marks on our spirits, our interests and 
desires often branded into our hearts at a young age. For Alison, her passion for anime led to her 
choosing to study Japanese at college, her life-long joyful experience of animation directly 
spurring her educational choices. In addition to wanting to formally study the language, she had 
long harbored a desire to visit Japan, to directly touch the ground from which her childhood 
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entertainment had sprung. Yet when Alison finally arrived in Japan, her time there was colored 
not by animations but by the deep relations of care she developed:         
I connected with random strangers, who didn’t have to care anything about me, but they 
did. And that was wonderful. I made friends, and then my host family, plus their family 
and friends, well, they cared about me. They were concerned about my health. It’s just 
connections. You connect with random people who are not blood-related, who actually 
care about you.  
For a young person who had grown up in a small family in a small neighborhood, most of 
the care Alison had received during her life was from her parents. She was deeply touched to 
discover that people distant from her, complete strangers, were so willing to look after her and 
were actively concerned about her welfare. Her surprise about receiving this care was also rooted 
in her anticipatory worry that being a young black woman may pose problems in Japan: 
I mean, I’m black. My parents worried about that, I mean we have a history with that. They 
were really worried about racism, like what if my host family didn’t like me because I’m 
black. 
She was therefore profoundly moved to find that her Japanese family, who knew nothing 
about her and who appeared so different from her in every way, wholeheartedly embraced her and 
accepted her in their home. The bonds that she developed with them were so strong that she now 
refers to the family, consisting of a mother, father and two daughters, as her “mama, papa and little 
sisters”. The foundation of her relationship with them was initially built upon her dependence as 
she relied on them to take care of her, as she found herself adrift in an unfamiliar place: her mama 
cooked food for her, her little sisters helped correct her conversational Japanese, her papa provided 
her with money when her American credit card was temporarily blocked and she had no access to 
funds. But Alison’s relations with her host family moved beyond simple dependence to encompass 
the deeper elements of human connection: feeling her heart swell with joy at seeing papa come 
home from work, warming herself in the glow of mama’s kitchen as they danced around the table, 
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sharing the irrepressible giggles of girlhood with her sisters. When I ask her what she misses about 
her life in Japan, her response surprises me:  
The way they bathe in Japan is so completely different from here. First you wash off your 
body. And then there’s a tub of hot water and you just soak in it. But everybody uses the 
same tub water after each other, that’s why you shower beforehand. It’s so nice, it’s so 
relaxing, it’s the best thing ever. And then when I came back, it was like oh gosh, I can’t 
do that here, it would be weird here. 
In Alison’s narrative, the individualism of America is compared to the communal sharing 
of Japan through the most unlikely of symbols: bathwater. She appears sheepish, at first, to admit 
that she so thoroughly enjoyed the experience of immersing herself into water that had been used 
by others in her host family before her. But my lack of judgement seems to embolden her and it 
becomes clear as she’s talking that there is a different type of relationality that emerges when 
bodily boundaries are dissolved, when water touching skin becomes a shared experience. The 
ritualistic act of cleansing herself, the same act performed with the same tools by her host family, 
pulls their bodies together in a new form of care, interlocking them through their common need. It 
was this commonality, the collectivity of her shared experiences with her host family, that stayed 
with Alison long after her time abroad ended: 
The overall thing I learnt from my trip in Japan, the ‘aha’ moment, was that we’re all just 
people. And even if we’re a little different from each other, we’re still just people trying to 
live our lives, that’s what everybody is doing. And I think that carried over when I came 
back here. People aren’t that different. And if you try, you can make friends with anybody. 
It just made me realize that people are people. No matter where you go, people just want 
to be happy. And when you make people happy then you feel happy, it’s like an ongoing 
circle of happiness.  
The care that Alison created with her host family, sharing everything from bathwater, to 
food, to smiles, offered a basis for her to begin thinking through questions of difference. As a 
young adult who had never left North Carolina and had mostly just spent time with her own family, 
her experiences in Japan triggered a new need to reflect on how diverse the world is while 
simultaneously forming a worldview predicated on the commonality of human experience. She 
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describes the emotional farewell she received from her host family when her time in Japan drew 
to a close and she was preparing to return to America:   
Oh gosh, at the airport, everyone was crying except for me. I was just beaming with the 
biggest smile on my face. They were all crying because I was leaving and they were going 
to miss me. That feeling meant so much to me. They cared. Across cultures. I mean I’m a 
random person, I messed up their lives, but they actually had that feeling for me. 
Throughout our conversation she repeatedly states that her time spent with her host family, 
being woven into the everyday fabric of their lives, was the most significant part of her trip. Her 
relationship with them exceeded the time she lived in their house, as she spoke to them every single 
week online, once she returned to North Carolina. She was also adamant that, when she was able 
to save enough money, she would return to Japan to see them all again in person. When I ask her 
if her time abroad was useful in helping her fulfill her academic and career goals, she looks at me 
with surprise and then states matter-of-factly:  
It’s more about things that make your heart happy, versus useful things that you would 
apply in the world. Just, the things you experience, like the feelings I had with my host 
family, talking with friends and the things that friends did for me that they didn’t have to, 
meeting new people. Apparently it became known that I really like this type of Japanese 
bread. And so whenever my host parents would have friends over to meet me, they would 
always bring me that bread.  
It is clear that breaking bread with others was more significant to Alison’s global 
educational experiences than perfecting her usage of Japanese verbs. As she prepares to leave our 
interview, her wry personality slips away for a second and she tells me, with the open-hearted 
frankness of youth, “I love them”, referring to her Japanese family. And that is how my first 
interview ends, awash with love and bathwater.  
Gabrielle 
Gabrielle is someone the word vivacious was created for. At around five feet tall, her big 
personality far exceeds her petite frame. Her natural confidence and gregarious manner have 
carried her far in her young life and in many ways she epitomizes the gilded imaginary of the 
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American dream, a real-life rags to riches story. Growing up in a small rural town in North 
Carolina, she says that she learned the value of hard work from her mother, a postal worker, and 
her father, a truck driver. Barely anyone in her immediate and extended family has been to college, 
yet they raised her with the philosophy that higher education was a way out of financial precarity, 
meaning that heading to university was always on her radar:  
For most of my family, going to college is not the pathway. But I’ve always really enjoyed 
school and education. And growing up I was always told that you have to get a scholarship 
and go to college.  
It was a command that Gabrielle took seriously, committing herself to her studies 
throughout high school. Her dedication was rewarded when she was accepted to UNC, which she 
describes as her dream school by virtue of the following criteria: “I ended up coming here to UNC 
because it’s relatively close [to family], it’s a really good school, and I got a good financial aid 
package”. Her entry to UNC was closely followed by other successes. After her first year here, she 
was awarded a competitive spot at the Kenan-Flagler Business School, an achievement that only 
a limited number of UNC undergraduates can claim. By the time I interviewed her, when she was 
in her Senior year, she had already completed an internship at a financial company and received 
full funding to pursue her Master’s in Accounting. Her college degree had indeed turned out to be 
the golden ticket her family had hoped for, offering her ascension up the class ladder, to a life far 
above what they had enjoyed. It would be easy, within this framing of success and aspiration, to 
make sense of her decision to study abroad for the summer on a business exchange program as 
another expression of this aspiration, as a means of adding to her already impressive list of 
academic and professional accomplishments. Yet when I ask her why she chose to head to South 
Africa, it is clear that far more is at play in her global education choices than neoliberal ambition. 
While many Business students prefer studying in Asia during the summer due to the prestigious 
global edge it adds to their educational qualifications (“China is the next big thing”, I was told 
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once by a high-achieving student), Gabrielle’s choice is entangled with questions of identity and 
belonging. She describes her desire to visit an African country as being tied up with her processes 
of trying to make sense of herself as a young African American woman. As a result, her visits to 
corporate headquarters in Johannesburg and entrepreneurship centers in Cape Town paled in 
comparison to the everyday encounters she had with local South Africans, on streets and buses, in 
people’s homes and corner stores, as they told her what it was like to be black in South Africa. Her 
stay abroad was limited to six weeks, meaning that she did not have the time to form long-term 
relationships. Despite this, tendrils of care unfurled around her as she began to question the living 
conditions of young black South Africans, her concern for people she did not know expressed by 
the furrow of her brow and the sadness in her eyes as she tells me what she saw. People without 
electricity or safe drinking water; families living on scraps of food, inside ‘houses’ made from 
cardboard; battered bodies and weary souls.  
She tells me, too, of her visit to the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg, as a way to 
understand where this suffering comes from, why black South Africans seem to have pain stitched 
into their skin. There is one particular moment in our conversation where Gabrielle looks like the 
bridge between worlds: a shooting star heading toward a bright future, the American dream made 
manifest, and also a young black woman poised on the precipice of rage, seeking answers in a 
world that has historically never even allowed her to ask questions. It is the moment in which she 
describes the photo in the museum that her eyes cannot erase, the most iconic image of apartheid 
burned into her heart. In 1976, the South African government opened fire on a group of black 
school children who were peacefully protesting the apartheid regime, what became known as the 
Soweto Uprising. The first victim was 13 year old Hector Pieterson and the photograph of his 
lifeless body, being carried away by his friend and sister as they desperately fled the hail of bullets, 
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shocked the world at the time. And it shocked Gabrielle four decades later, when she stood viewing 
it in the cold hallway of a museum, wearing her UNC hoodie amongst a group of her fellow Tar 
Heel students. But her moral outrage was not only for the past but for the present too:   
So a lot of people [white students] in our group were talking about it [the photo], and they 
were like, ‘oh gosh, how could this have happened?’. But all the time here in America 
brutality happens all the time. And I’m just like, don’t be numb to it just because it’s in 
your own country. And I feel that especially for the white people who were on our trip, I 
really hope that it opened their eyes. So whenever they see something in Africa, to be able 
to relate that to what’s happening over here [America] too. 
As an African American girl who entered young adulthood during a massive upswing in 
police brutality and the resulting Black Lives Matter movement, Gabrielle finds meaning in the 
connections between South Africa’s dark history and America’s current climate. The photo of state 
violence that she witnesses in a Johannesburg museum appears eerily similar to the police brutality 
burgeoning in America. And in both cases, black bodies are the victims, both the intended targets 
and the collateral damage from centuries of exploitation and abuse. Gabrielle’s time in South 
Africa, while relatively short, results in her knowledge of the world expanding to encompass an 
understanding of how oppression is historically and structurally situated, as well as deeply 
systemic. Furthermore, she is keenly aware that her response to the photograph is vastly different 
from the white students, who frame Hector Pieterson’s death as contained in the past, in a land that 
they are only passing through. By denying the connections with present-day America, their 
response to the photo is one of emotion but not of care, as, unlike Gabrielle, they fail to demonstrate 
a sense of historical responsibility or concern.  
When I ask Gabrielle to name one thing she will always remember about her time in South 
Africa, she tells me of a spontaneous conversation she struck up with an elderly man on the streets 
of Cape Town:    
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He said this statement that I always think about, he said that ‘the world is supposed to be 
beautiful for everybody’. And I thought about that, and I know that it’s not beautiful for 
everybody. 
Gabrielle’s time abroad is infused with care, not in the form of intimate personal 
relationships, but in terms of her growing critical awareness of the world around her, an 
understanding of society predicated on her concern for those who have been marginalized, hurt 
and abandoned by systems of power, and the urgent need for repair. Despite the heavy subject 
matter of our conversation, as we rush to finish the interview so that Gabrielle can make it to her 
afternoon class, I feel a sense of brittle hope. Her education has allowed her the chance to 
experience the world as a beautiful place, to have the financial security of a good job and a stable 
income that so many people of color, her parents included, do not possess. And yet here is also a 
college student who is rapidly developing a critical consciousness of the world around her, a young 
adult whose concerns about the suffering of others and her desire to know more about how and 
why such suffering arises, may shape how she approaches the world and interacts with others. She 
is a bridge, indeed.      
Jason 
I feel stirrings of excitement before every interview that I conduct. But conversations with 
students I have known for a long time seem particularly special as it always feels like a precious 
gift when they are delighted to share with me how the contours of their lives have changed since 
our first interactions. I remember meeting Jason four years ago at a dinner for students who had 
never been abroad but were contemplating global travel. He was soft-spoken and shy, a gentle 
soul. He expressed doubt about going abroad, telling me that he could not imagine how he, a young 
black man from a working class family outside Charlotte, would make it to another country when 
he did not even own a passport. Four years later, on the brink of his graduation, he sits down with 
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me to tell me about his travels through Morocco, France and Jordan. When I ask why, despite his 
doubts, he was determined to participate in so much travel during his college years, he tells me: 
I never really had a lot in life or was able to do a lot and I felt that me being able to travel 
would open up a whole new world and I’d get to see completely new things. Also, I was 
acquiring French very quickly and I loved it so I knew I wanted to keep it in my life, so I 
wanted to continue using my language skills and see what I could do with it, maybe turn it 
into a career and I felt that traveling would help me get a real grasp on my language. 
After beginning French language studies during his freshman year, Jason added Arabic to 
his degree in his second year and discovered a passion for languages he had not known before. By 
the end of his second year, he realized that if he wanted to pursue a career based on his language 
skills, he would need to add global travel to his educational experiences. As a result, he spent a 
summer in Morocco attending language school for Arabic. He then studied abroad in Paris for a 
semester to hone his French, before heading to Jordan for another Arabic immersion program. It 
would be easy to preemptively categorize Jason’s global travels as a manifestation of neoliberalism 
in his efforts to craft a global career for himself based on foreign language skills. Yet, during the 
course of our three hour conversation, he barely returns to any discussion of skills and 
competencies and instead devotes most of the time to enthusiastically telling me about the 
profound loving relationships he built with others while abroad.  
When Jason headed to Morocco, it was his first time on a plane. He describes the nerves 
and anticipation and fear all bundled up inside him, as he launched himself into a world of 
unknowns. His host family in Morocco turned out to be the steady pillar against which he would 
lean as he maneuvered his way through the uncertainties of being abroad for the first time in his 
life: 
My family was so sweet and I just had a great time with them because it was my first time 
out of the country and I was really welcomed into their family and I really loved their little 
baby, he became my best friend during that summer. I have so many videos of us, all the 
memories we made, it was just a really special time. 
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He spends half the interview talking only of his family in Morocco, how they opened their 
home and hearts to him when he was afraid and lonely. His eyes are bright with joy when he talks 
of their baby, who he ended up caring for every day, feeding, changing and playing with him, 
rocking to sleep a little child who was brought into his life through his global education. Jason tells 
me of holding tiny fingers curled into the palm of his hand, of the warm smiles traded between 
him and his host parents, and easy laughs shared with their extended relatives, of the closeness that 
bloomed between him and a family worlds apart from the place he had previously spent all his life. 
His time in Morocco, while only a summer, irrevocably changed him, leaving an indelible imprint 
on his spirit:   
When I came back to the US, I missed it so much, I never wanted to leave Morocco, so I 
didn’t want to be here [in North Carolina]. It was really sad when I left, I cried like a baby, 
saying goodbye to them.  
In that moment of farewell, he decided that he never wanted to permanently say goodbye 
to this family, these people halfway across the world whose lives now felt intimately bound up 
with his own. Upon his return to Chapel Hill, he spoke with them every week, making a firm 
promise that he would sit at their table again, his heart feeling more at home in North Africa than 
in the American South. He fulfilled that promise when he studied abroad in France the following 
year. Unlike many of his fellow American students who exuberantly traipsed through Western 
Europe during their holidays, he spent all his time off in Morocco, flying there twice during his 
semester in Paris just to spend time with his host family. He planned the first trip with the specific 
aim of being there to celebrate the baby’s second birthday. In the middle of our interview, he pulls 
out his phone to show me the video his host mother took, of him re-entering their house to the 
shrieking delight of a little child whose ‘big brother’ has returned home. I understand, then, that 
this is what Morocco means for Jason, it is the place in which the magic of human relationship 
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shimmered for him, the unexpected beauty he encountered of being a young man from North 
Carolina gathering into his arms a baby ebullient with love, under the Moroccan sun.  
Morocco, then, is not merely a site in which Jason acquired and improved his language 
skills. It is seared into his skin, smoldering in his spirit as his place of belonging: “I feel like 
Morocco is a piece of me, so wherever I go it’s there with me”. Indeed, he carried Morocco with 
him when he moved to France. As a place in which he had felt safe and cared for, Morocco offered 
a shield for him against the racism he encountered in Europe as a man of color. He tells me about 
being harassed in public spaces by French police, his black skin making him a target of 
surveillance. He drew on the comfort of Morocco as a means of resisting the whiteness that 
surrounded him, telling me: “I made my home within the Arab community in Paris”. He found a 
Moroccan restaurant nestled in a tiny alleyway in the backstreets of France’s famous capital city 
and he struck up a friendship with the owner, a man who had left Morocco many moons ago. Their 
shared love of Arabic and Morocco as their place of longing and belonging sparked a deep bond 
between them. Jason helped the restaurant owner practice his English, while his new friend plied 
him with free food, knowing that Jason had limited money in an expensive city. In addition to this 
friendship, Jason was carried through his time in France by the relationship he built with his host 
mother, who treated him to trips to the theater and the beach, and who taught him the secrets of 
great cooking in her tiny Parisian apartment. He tells me that he had specifically requested a black 
host parent, worried about the prejudice he may face from a white European family: “You know, 
our views given to us in school are so Eurocentric that we think there are only white people in 
Europe. But there’s not only white people in France. I became really close to my host mom because 
she talked about her experiences of being black in France, she really just shared a lot about her life 
with me”. While Morocco was Jason’s place of comfort, Paris became the place in which he was 
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forced to confront the sharp edges of racism and think through the complexities of navigating his 
black body through public spaces.   
His reflections on race carried through into his next global education experience in Jordan, 
as he found himself being one of the few people of color in the intensive language program that 
he was enrolled in, with most of the other participants being white American students. His 
normally peaceful demeanor disappears for a few seconds when he tells me, with much agitation, 
about the aspirations of his fellow students:  
Most of the students gave this kind of response when I asked them why they were studying 
Arabic: ‘I hope to work with the US government in anti-terrorism work, in national 
intelligence’. And that was just so bothersome to me, as Arab people are viewed as the 
enemy or as threats and there’s just no interest in learning their language, except for 
‘weaponizing’ their language to use against them. And to me that’s just counter-intuitive 
to what the purpose of language is. To me, language serves as a means to communicate 
with people and to allow for the bridging between cultures and to allow for an 
understanding of people who are different from you. I feel like a lot of that is overlooked 
or lost if you approach Arabic with the mindset of using that as a weapon.   
A securitization narrative can clearly be witnessed here in the goals of Jason’s fellow 
students, as they conceptualize their time abroad and foreign language skills as a means of 
protecting national interests. But this prejudiced and militarized framing is one which Jason 
directly refutes. He draws particularly on his time in Morocco as his reference point for this 
rejection, knowing Islamophobia and fear-mongering to be discordant with his experience of Arab 
culture and language as caring and beautiful. His loving relationships with his Moroccan host 
family and Arab friends in France directly informed the development of his critical awareness 
around the prejudiced stereotypes he encountered in global education settings. In place of the 
securitization narrative, he adopts an alternative scripting of global education, as the opportunity 
to engage with difference in ways that lead to understanding and connection as opposed to 
combatant nationalism. As a result, he describes his time abroad, particularly in Morocco, as 
transformative, as shifting his way of approaching the world:  
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My life would not be the same if I hadn’t gone to Morocco, it made me who I am, it opened 
my eyes to so many possibilities in the world. The main thing I learned from my time in 
Morocco is to cherish people while you can. Because I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to 
go back and visit them again. And I’d grown so close to my Moroccan family and their 
baby had become such a big part of my everyday life. Morocco is my second country. Even 
now, Morocco is everywhere with me. 
It turns out that Jason was in fact able to go back to his family in Morocco, and not only 
during his holidays when he was living in France. As we wrap up our conversation he eagerly tells 
me that his graduation gift to himself is a plane ticket to Morocco for a short holiday. But he 
divulges another secret: he is leaving America, to live in Morocco for the foreseeable future as a 
Peace Corps volunteer. It was the best way he could think of, as a young adult almost out of college, 
to be near his beloved host family so that he can continue building his life intertwined with theirs, 
in the place that he loves.  
Reflections 
Various manifestations of care can be witnessed in the three narratives above. For Alison, 
care took the form of being looked after in basic ways by her host family as they facilitated her 
everyday social reproduction in Japan by cooking for her, sharing their bathwater, and always 
ensuring she was safe and her needs were met. For Gabrielle, care emerged as her holding concern 
about the suffering of others and the development of her critical awareness about why such 
suffering occurs. For Jason, diverse forms of care permeated his travels through three different 
countries: the loving labor he performed in Morocco to look after his host family’s baby, the 
friendships he developed in France within the black and Arab communities that supported him 
through the racism he was experiencing, and the critical consciousness that he adopted in Jordan 
as he found himself pushing against religious and cultural prejudice. For all three students, the 
deep and loving relationality they developed with others while abroad were central to their global 
experiences. They were what they talked about the most during their conversations with me.  
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These loving interactions with others were not trite relationships, mere sentiment while 
abroad to be quickly forgotten once they had returned home. Instead, these were relationships that 
continued to exert a strong pull over their lives even once they were back to being regular college 
students in Chapel Hill. Alison plans on using all her savings in the next few years to return to 
Japan to see her host family, while Jason not only returned to Morocco for multiple visits and 
holidays, but actually planned his future around being with his host family by moving there as a 
Peace Corps volunteer; And even Gabrielle, whose short time in South Africa meant she did not 
have the opportunity to develop long-standing intimate relationships, found herself frequently 
reflecting on the conversations she’d had with locals on the streets of Cape Town and thinking 
through questions of oppression and inequality, even a year after she had returned to North 
Carolina. 
For all three students, reflecting on and making sense of questions of difference lay the 
seeds for care to bloom throughout their global experiences. Alison was deeply moved by the 
attentive manner in which she was looked after because she had been afraid that a Japanese family, 
so different and distant from her, would not be interested in her or concerned for her welfare. 
Gabrielle’s developing radical concern about inequality emerged as she was forced to think 
through the ways in which race differentiated her response to a photo of police brutality from the 
white students that surrounded her. And Jason’s heart overflowed with love as he contemplated 
the surprising joy of connecting with people very different from him living on the other side of the 
world through the power of learning different languages. These responses to difference stand in 
stark contrast to the neoliberal framing of difference as something to be managed in the form of 
intercultural skills which guarantee success in the global labor market. Instead, the students explore 
difference – whether along racial, cultural, linguistic, religious or geographic dimensions – with 
genuine interest and a heartfelt desire to critically ask questions and the sincere intention of 
wanting to build bonds and connections with others.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: GLOBAL CONJUNCTIONS: INSIGHTS AND CONCLUSIONS  
The stories told over the last two decades in global education have centered around the 
neoliberal, which is in turn celebrated and unquestioningly perpetuated by practitioners and 
researchers. Recent work by geographers has played a valuable role in adding a more nuanced 
dimension to the literature by critiquing the neoliberal tendencies of global education. Despite 
these nuanced analyses of global education, neoliberal framings largely remain at the heart of most 
of the work on young people’s international experiences. My own lived experiences of global 
education offered the spark that was needed to ignite a process of questioning, a slow burning-up 
of the assumption that neoliberalism alone suffices as an explanation of border crossings in 
education. These experiences served as a catalyst to begin thinking through alternative ways of 
imagining global education that also emerged in the in-depth conversations I had with young adults 
at UNC over the last five years. The narratives gathered in this dissertation, while brimming over 
with the particularities and intimate individualities of each student’s existence, suggest the need 
for a re-imagining of young people in the context of global education that can account for things 
other than the neoliberal. My conversations with students ended up broaching a wide range of 
topics and subjects: their burning passion for anime, fighting with their parents, falling in love, 
babysitting, feeling excluded on campus, feeling a sense of belonging on campus, fears about 
finding a job after graduation, why chemistry classes are so difficult, the dangers of the white 
savior complex in study abroad, flying on a plane for the first time, making new friends, getting 
lost in new cities, missing flights, catching trains, hugging their little siblings, winning 
scholarships, failing exams, reflecting on power and inequality, and much, much more besides. 
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All their narratives, while unique and diverse, suggest that student experiences are more-than-
neoliberal and they themselves are more-than-neoliberal.   
This dissertation illustrates the many other things we may witness if we possess the 
intellectual courage to move beyond our well-worn theoretical framings. The neoliberal, to be sure, 
provides one important view of the landscape. But there are many other arrangements which 
describe and explain global education, that look vastly different from the neoliberal. Students’ 
narratives are teeming over with the fragilities and ferocities of being human, the love, the loss, 
the labor of making one’s way through a global world, all things which the neoliberal narrative 
inadequately captures, blatantly ignores, or outright denies. I argue here that we are not simply 
wedded to neoliberalism in general as an academic category, but that we too often mistake young 
bodies as being passive victims of it. Our stubborn assumptions of young people lacking agency 
often results in us tracing the same old theoretical circle in global education. But through their 
everyday acts of loving, fighting, laboring, exploring, questioning, building, and disrupting, 
students are engaged in producing life in ways which cannot be completely explained by the 
theories of neoliberalism. What is at question here is whether or not we are prepared to pay 
attention. Either way, young people are shaking things up, creating new and bright patterns of 
existence, in global education and in society at large. It is up to us as scholars to decide if we are 
willing to engage and analyze these other dimensions of their lives. What follows is an exploration 
of some of the important insights that can be gleaned when deep seeing and deep listening are the 
choices we make. I first engage in brief discussions of how being attentive to identities, 
temporalities, and agencies allows room for the multiplicities and relationalities of global 
education to be witnessed. Doing so reveals different processes, dynamics, and outcomes of global 
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education than have been discussed in the existing literature. I conclude by offering a few 
reflections on making sense of the youthful body as the site for global conjunctions.      
Identities 
The student testimonies presented in this dissertation provide multiple illustrations of how 
identities and their intersections provide important windows into making sense of global education. 
It is not simply that identities impact young people’s experiences to varying degrees but that the 
global itself is produced through their identities. As a result, each student’s story is marked with 
its own unique particularities, colored in its own way because of their intersecting positions in the 
world. Jackson’s global education, as a working-class white man, emerges as an opportunity for 
him to question why class-based inequality exists as he thinks through the similarities between his 
childhood in a trailer park in North Carolina and the financial scarcity of his new friends in Puerto 
Rico. For Gabrielle, a young African American woman, her trip to South Africa comes to represent 
an important moment for her to make sense of questions of race and historic and contemporary 
harms inflicted on black bodies. And for Oscar, a young man living with visual impairment, his 
adventures in Spain offered him a sense of belonging and validation as he encountered public 
spaces in which, unlike the North Carolina of his youth, disability was normalized.  
In other words, race and class and disability clearly matter in global education. 
Intersectional identities and the axes of power along which they exist cannot be wiped off students’ 
bodies as they take up global opportunities. And these identities are not simply filters through 
which the students make sense of their educational experiences. Instead, these identities are 
spatially co-constitutive: race and class and disability are constantly in a process of being re-made 
along with global space as the students undertake their international opportunities. Gabrielle’s 
racial identity, for example, means that her response to photographs of apartheid violence was 
markedly different from the white students standing next to her, her positionality as a black woman 
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producing her own global space quite divergent from theirs. At the same time, visiting South Africa 
catalyzed entirely new levels of reflection about her blackness, her movement through the spaces 
of another country re-making her identity.  
Making visible the constant co-production of youth identity and global space is important 
as this dynamism is ignored in the current literature on global education, which presumes fixity by 
maintaining a façade that the global is a single space that exists in and of itself. The global becomes 
a surface upon which young people must tread if they are to compete in these international times, 
with success being secured by adhering to the prescribed rules and routes of neoliberalism: gaining 
a utilitarian education, acquiring global competencies, accumulating strategic skills, pursuing 
lucrative careers, and generally maintaining monetary prosperity. Much of the current work on 
global education, while in some ways concerned with spatial questions through its focus on border 
crossings and transnational movements, fails to critically take apart notions of spatiality. By either 
celebrating or critiquing global education as a neoliberal practice, the very idea of global space, 
what it is and how it is created, goes uncontested. This lack of questioning holds significant 
theoretical consequences because what we are left with are anemic accounts of global education 
which equate students’ international mobilities to expressions of capital accumulation. It is worth 
remembering that if you are primed to look for something you are sure to find it. Vestiges of 
neoliberalism can be witnessed everywhere. The problem with this is not that it is inaccurate – 
neoliberalism is indeed the specter that haunts us at every turn – but that it is incomplete. By 
searching only for the tendencies and agendas implicit in the generation of capital, we overlook 
the other things which are also present.  
Conceiving the global as overwhelmed by neoliberal arrangements of space and time 
impacts how we make sense of educational experiences. For if the global is assumed to be a space 
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which is fixed primarily by neoliberal relations and structures, then it follows that understandings 
and experiences of global education are circumscribed by such structures and relations, with no 
consideration of student opinions or positionalities required. This is the fallacy that less-nuanced 
neoliberal framings fall victim to. In their insistence that the global is a space of consumption and 
accumulation, young people become framed as simply needing to familiarize themselves with 
global space if they are to thrive in the labor market, and their behaviors and experiences 
acknowledged only when they fit this model. Such a framing produces a homogenization of the 
youthful body by universalizing their experiences under the mechanisms of neoliberalism, and 
smoothing over their differences in service to this grander narrative. 
And yet it is clear from this research that experiences of global education cannot be 
universalized, that each student holds their own particular set of meanings, feelings, ideas and 
encounters which arise as the product of the interplay between their identities and global space(s). 
It is helpful here to return to the seminal work of Massey, who implores us to remember that “the 
way we imagine space has effects” (2005: 4). Rather than existing as a rigid surface, a static 
container, “space is always under construction” because it is “the product of interrelations” (2005: 
9). Adopting a relational approach to analyses of global education suggests that global spaces 
cannot pre-exist the encounters which create it, they are only produced through interactions. This 
vision of space speaks to very real and tangible ways in which we make sense of youthful bodies 
in global educational contexts. For if space only arises through relations, then it can never be 
understood as only one thing:  
Seeing space as a moment in the intersection of configured social relations (rather than as 
an absolute dimension) means that it cannot be seen as static. Space is not a 'flat' surface in 
that sense because the social relations which create it are themselves dynamic by their very 
nature (Massey 2005: 265).  
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The spaces of global education must therefore be understood as emergent, marked by the 
‘power geometries’ of intersectional identities such as race, class, disability (Massey 1994). The 
ways in which young adults access, make and disrupt spaces are predicated on the embodied 
relations that they participate in creating. Each of the student narratives presented in this 
dissertation resists the neoliberal imperative of universalizing the youth subject into a robotic 
articulation of the global, without history, without gender, race, class, or difference. Instead, each 
story is spilling over with embodied experiences that do not solely revolve around economic 
generation or accumulation. The movement of capital, by itself, fails to provide an adequate 
analysis of global education: 
A simple resort to explanation in terms of 'money' or 'capital' alone could not begin to get 
to grips with the issue. The current speed-up [of globalization] may be strongly determined 
by economic forces, but it is not the economy alone which determines our experience of 
space and place. In other words, and put simply, there is a lot more determining how we 
experience space than what 'capital' gets up to (Massey 1994: 148). 
This research has sought to provide a glimpse into the ‘lot more’ going on in young 
people’s lives in the context of global higher education. To be sure, economic forces are real and 
present, and yet the complexities and multiplicities of identities and their intersections are vital to 
any well-rounded understandings of global education. My research suggests an alternative framing 
which connects identities to the concepts of temporality and agency to offer a new 
conceptualization of the youthful body as the site of global conjunctions. 
Temporalities  
The narratives gathered in this dissertation are layered over with multiple temporalities: 
students making sense of histories of oppression and inequality; young people talking about their 
hopes for their adult lives; daughters rebelling against their parents’ idealized understandings of 
America’s past by questioning the racialized politics of the present; sons pushing against their 
mothers’ fears and anxieties to pursue adventurous futures. Within youth geographies, researchers 
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examine temporality not simply as a generalized concept of past, present and future, but rather as 
subjective and embodied experiences. These experiences are particularly understood in relation to 
the expectation of change as temporality in young lives is inextricably embedded in relationships 
of dependence and independence. The literatures on youth transitions and intergenerational 
relations provide a helpful framework to make sense of the multiple temporalities that can be 
witnessed in the students’ narratives of global education. While geographers have been committed 
to studying young people as present-moment agents rather than simply adults-in-the-making, they 
also recognize that youth is a period of transition, as young people move away from the 
dependencies of childhood towards greater autonomy as they become older (Hopkins 2006, Worth 
2009). These movements towards independence were obvious in the stories I gathered as students 
spoke at length about the fears and the excitement of participating in the American ideals of young 
adulthood - leaving home, moving away for college, developing intimate romantic partnerships, 
exploring new places, laying the foundations for their professional careers - all normative 
articulations of what it means to become a grown up. However, their transitions did not unfold 
uncontested, with their mothers and fathers often disputing their choices about what to study, who 
to love, where to travel, how to think.  
Geographic scholarship on intergenerational relationships provides a useful reminder here 
that young people, and the transitions they move through, are embroiled in numerous adult 
relationships and structures (Rawlins 2006). But intergenerational relations do not simply 
comprise of adults transmitting ideas, beliefs and practices to young people, the ideals of the past 
transferred to future generations; instead, youth are constantly involved in maneuvering their way 
between a variety of interests, agendas and needs, both their own and multiple older others 
(Vanderbeck 2007). As a result, their actions and views may “correspond, comply, challenge and 
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conflict” with those of their elders (Hopkins et al 2011: 314). For some, their educational and 
global choices aligned with their parents’ hopes and dreams as they gained access to college, and 
the social capital it offers including travel opportunities, their families exultant that their children 
would be able to have a better life than they did. For many others, their decisions about global 
education sparked conflicts with their parents as they encountered new and different places, 
people, ideas and experiences.  Intergenerational tensions can be particularly raw when parents 
fear ‘mobility as temptation’, worried about the dangers that their children may be exposed to as 
they break free from parental control and step out into the world on their own (Porter et al. 2010). 
In my research, these fears ranged from everything from a mother being concerned that her 
chronically ill son may experience a health crisis while abroad, to a conservative white father’s 
fears that his daughter is becoming liberalized through her college and travel experiences. The 
students negotiated their movements towards independent adulthood based not only on their 
relationships with their parents but also through their embodied positionalities, since race, class, 
gender, disability all intersect youth transitions and the intergenerational relations that accompany 
them (Holdsworth 2009, Valentine 2003, Valentine and Skelton 2007). Donna, for example, is 
reticent to leave behind her Native American community to head for college as her tribal identity 
provides her with a sense of belonging, while Maria launches herself into the freedom of university 
life and her global travels as a welcome escape from the prejudiced views of her conservative 
father. Luke and Oscar enthusiastically undertake global experiences as opportunities to be fully 
autonomous as young men with disabilities, while Jason fears leaving his family in North Carolina 
when he moves to Paris, worried about the racism he may encounter.  
The youth transitions witnessed in this research are therefore multiple and complex, as 
global education spaces become the sites in which the students navigate the shifting terrain of 
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leaving their families and beginning their journeys of moving through the world without parental 
supervision. This multiplicity and complexity are important in dismantling the assumptions of a 
neoliberal framing which makes sense of youth transitions in global education only in relation to 
capital. This framing perceives educational spaces and global experiences as sites of preparation 
for young adults to function in the system of capitalism, and as a result the future becomes the only 
temporal framework that exists, young bodies significant mostly due to their future capacity to 
produce value. Yet the relational and embodied youth transitions illustrated in this research suggest 
that global education is better understood as a site in which young people’s past, present and future 
are often experienced simultaneously. Their education cannot be reduced to simplistic future-
oriented endeavors in the service of capital, because global education opportunities can 
dramatically reorient temporal orders in young people’s lives, leading to a re-writing of the past 
and a re-negotiation of the future. Young people do not simply step into global opportunities to 
take up a neoliberal future prescribed to them. Rather, they bring with them their family histories 
and their own personal pasts, intersecting identities, complex memories, multiple expectations and 
desires inscribed into their bones. It is clear, then, that the past is a central temporal frame in global 
education as students ask questions about collective histories related to race and class, push against 
their family histories by challenging their parents, and reflect on their personal life journeys that 
have brought them to where they are now. And the futures that they begin to imagine as they move 
through college and participate in global opportunities often diverge from the agendas of 
neoliberalism. In the next section on agencies I elaborate the ways in which students are involved 
in building alternative futures from those idealized by adult discourses.  
Agencies  
Neoliberal framings in global education, in their limited conceptions of the spatial and the 
temporal, close down possibilities for the subject by perpetuating a myth of the individualistic 
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youthful body, one that is capable of securing success if it is compliant in competing, achieving, 
and accumulating. Within this framing, neoliberal ideals of citizenship are transposed onto the 
youthful body as young people become seen as dutiful subjects of the state if they fulfill the 
mandates of capitalism. This includes taking on financial responsibility for themselves as 
individuals and being willing participants in the generation of capital to ensure the state’s 
economic dominance in the global market. The ideal neoliberal youth citizen in global education 
is thus one who is individualistic and financially motivated, strategically deploying the skills and 
competencies gained in higher education in the service of self-interest as well as economic 
allegiance to the state. Yet if both the spatialities and the temporalities of global education are 
understood as characterized by multiplicity and complexity, as illustrated earlier in this chapter, 
then it follows that the subjects of global education must potentially be multiple and complex as 
well. The discussion that follows disrupts neoliberal idealizations of the youth citizen by 
suggesting that young people’s navigations through global education exceed simple economic 
intent.   
The first section in this chapter offered a brief discussion on the ways in which young 
people’s identities provide a window into the multiple experiences and meanings of global 
education that are possible. And the second section on temporalities highlighted the many ways in 
which students are not in fact individualistic subjects, as their lives are deeply entangled in 
intergenerational relationships, their thoughts, words and actions entwined with others. My final 
step is to extend these notions of multiplicity and relationality by examining students’ expressions 
of agency that are not adequately captured by simplistic understandings of citizenship as economic 
compliance.  In particular, I want to suggest that an ethics of care offers a useful framework to 
think through the alternatives to neoliberalism that are visible in the students’ stories. Care offers 
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a powerful counterpoint to neoliberal framings as it originated as a moral philosophy in opposition 
to masculinist ethical approaches which idealized the individual as the locus of moral reasoning 
(Tronto 1994; Milligan and Wiles 2010). Instead, theorizations of care underscore the centrality 
of connections, suggesting that morality emerges through relationships, with both near and distant 
others (Lawson 2007; Popke 2006). I adopt Fisher and Tronto’s definition of care as “everything 
that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. 
That world includes our bodies, ourselves and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave 
in a complex, life-sustaining web” (1990: 4). Examples of this weaving, building, maintaining and 
repairing were visible in most of the conversations I held with students, their narratives articulating 
various modes of how young adults receive, perform, and/or co-create care with others in the 
context of global education. This care sometimes manifested as the intimacies of deep 
interpersonal relationships based on loving and supportive interdependencies and responsibilities 
(Lawson 2009; McEwan and Goodman 2010; Tronto 1995). This included, for example, Alison 
being looked after by her Japanese host family; Jason providing care labor for his Moroccan 
family’s baby; Luke and Oscar being physically helped by fellow students abroad as they learned 
how to cope with their disabilities in new countries; and Donna being spiritually held by her Haliwa 
Saponi family and community in rural North Carolina as she bravely traversed new terrain by 
entering college and traveling to Puerto Rico. Care can also be witnessed in the students’ stories 
in the form of radical concern about the state of the world and feelings of obligation in terms of 
addressing societal issues (Cox 2010, Lawson 2007). Leah and Maria, as young white Southern 
women, built greater critical awareness about race and gender during their travels; Jackson’s time 
in Puerto Rico helped him develop a more robust vocabulary to articulate the structural racial and 
class-based inequality he had witnessed his entire life growing up in an American trailer park; and 
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Gabrielle’s study abroad in South Africa catalyzed her reflections on how histories of slavery and 
segregation are connected to present-day racial violence. 
These various expressions and experiences of care suggest that global education holds the 
potential to exist as a site for young people to develop or extend moral orientations to the world 
which depart from the neoliberal norm. At the heart of many of the students’ stories we witness 
glimmers of mutual dependencies and responsibilities for others, flashes of love and friendship, 
and ethical desires to make sense of suffering and how to heal it. I want to propose here that these 
manifestations of care can be viewed as expressions of youthful agency, which resist the impulses 
of neoliberalism by shattering notions of individualism and self-interest. Instead, these illustrations 
of care demonstrate the ways in which young people work through questions of difference in the 
context of global society to forge deep relationality and to make sense of their own lives and the 
lives of others, both now and in the past. And in doing so, they begin laying the bricks and mortar 
to create new worlds which center compassion, respect, equality and responsibility for the 
wellbeing of others, instead of the ambition, competitiveness and ruthlessness which characterize 
neoliberalism’s logic of responsibility for the self. These alternative imaginings of what the world 
could be are not necessarily formal or dramatic but can be understood as modes of political agency 
since “care is political” because “of the possibilities it offers to counter dominant discourses of 
individualism, independence and competition” (Cox 2010: 113). The students’ enactments of care 
are woven through their time in college and their global education in everyday ways, with the 
people they meet, the places they visit, the discussions they have, and the ideas they reflect on and 
question, reminding us that “care, then, is not merely disposition but must be understood as 
practice” (Cox 2010: 116). While geographers have examined how young people are frequently 
assumed to lack agency, their age often being equated to political incompetence and apathy 
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(Skelton 2010, Staeheli, Attoh and Mitchell 2013, Weller 2003), there is emerging interest in 
considering how young people’s everyday relations of intimacy and care-based orientations are 
indeed forms of agency and expressions of citizenship (Bartos 2012, Kallio and Bartos 2017, 
Kallio and Hakli 2013, Wood 2013). Moving beyond a narrow understanding of youth simply as 
political pawns, this work by youth geographers has called for a recognition and understanding of 
young people as moral agents, capable of dreaming up and enacting alternative ways of being in 
the world according to ethical frameworks of care which may diverge from those presumed or 
privileged by adults (Olson 2017, 2018). When Jason, for example, travelled to Jordan, he found 
himself surrounded by state discourses of American securitization in his Arabic immersion 
program. His refusal to accept these discourses can be read as an expression of agency as he 
actively re-imagined the learning of a foreign language as an act of relationality as opposed to a 
form of geopolitical dominance. By rejecting militaristic narratives of protecting America’s 
borders, Jason challenges the citizenship ideals aspired to by the state and produces his own 
articulation of moral agency as care for others instead of allegiance to the nation.   
In the final section below, I elaborate on this notion of the youthful subject as agentic by 
reflecting on the ways in which the bodies of young people become central sites of not only holding 
together but also producing the fragmented pieces of life in a global world. Feminist geographers 
have been instrumental in providing a robust framework through which to make sense of the 
significance of bodies, and their agencies, in global analyses. They have long advocated for a 
scholarly appreciation of the messy materialities of the body and a recognition that relations and 
spaces of intimacy are significant sites through which to understand social changes (Longhurst 
1997, 2011, Rose 1993). Particularly in the context of globalization, feminist geographers have 
pointed out the inadequacies of disembodied theoretical framings which falsely claim to make 
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sense of global processes as purely economic or political, separate from human relations and the 
bodies that produce them (Katz 2001, Marston 2000, Freeman 2001). These grand theorizations 
perpetuate “free-floating discourse about the spaces of capital flows and macro-processes of 
economic integration” (Mountz and Hyndman 2006: 449), resulting in disembodied framings such 
as the neoliberal narrative in global education. But as this research demonstrates, being attentive 
to the body matters in global education because it provides an opportunity to explore the co-
constitutive dynamic between global spaces and embodied identities and relations. It allows us to 
witness and think through the ways in which race and class and disability are implicated in the 
production of the global, both spatially and temporally, and the very visceral ways in which the 
global is brought into being for young people: the raging heat of challenging parental ideologies, 
the streaming tears of saying farewell to a host family on the other side of the world, the sharp 
sting of feeling different from everyone else on campus, the warm embrace of a little child under 
a foreign sky, the searing fear of being alone in a new place, the soaring excitement of exploration 
and discovery. These are the breathing, sighing, sobbing, screaming, singing details of what it 
means to create global life with others, the very reason that feminist scholars have called for more 
grounded, corporeal examinations of how the global emerges in specific contexts of everyday life 
(Nagar et al 2002). Thus, while feminist geographers have successfully demonstrated “how 
women’s bodies become quite literally a part of making ‘the international’ (Dowler and Sharp 
2001: 169), my research calls for young people’s bodies to also be valued as important windows 
into making sense of global transformations, and as producers of these transformations.  
The youthful body as global conjunctions 
While the neoliberal narrative focuses on what/who young people can and should be made 
into, my research demonstrates the significance of devoting attention to what/who young people 
are making themselves and their lives into. In writing about youth geographies as praxis, Geraldine 
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Pratt remarks that “our practices of listening bring different subjects into being, in ways that 
matter” (2010: 349). If the neoliberal subject remains the starting point for theoretical analyses of 
global education, then our discussions will continue to circulate around how students’ choices, 
aspirations, actions, thoughts and feelings are constantly in the service of capital, or at least 
circumscribed by it. The subfield of youth geographies provides a helpful reminder that if we begin 
with the intention of sincerely listening to the stories that young people have to tell it becomes 
possible to glimpse other subjectivities which diverge from the adultist expectations held by the 
state and other institutions (Tucker 2003). Unlike the neoliberal narrative, this research does not 
assume that youthful bodies are blank slates, ready to be colored in. Instead, the student stories 
included here demonstrate that young people bring with them entire worlds – diverse identities, 
positionalities, temporalities, ethical agencies – as they take up global opportunities, which in turn 
results in them re-making those worlds.  
While the prescriptive tendencies of the neoliberal narrative shut down any sense of 
alternative possibilities existing, this dissertation illustrates the multiplicity of possibilities that 
exist in global education, when identities, temporalities and agencies are acknowledged. For some 
students, leaving home is imbued with fear and anxiety, a departure from all that is safe and certain; 
for others, leaving home is a welcome escape, a chance to break free from parental ideologies. For 
some, higher education is a space of exclusion, where they do not belong; for others, campus is a 
site of liberation, where they are free to learn new things and experiment with fresh ideas. Even 
just for the handful of students whose stories are directly included in this research, the global is 
ascribed a myriad of meanings. It is adventurous and exciting, fearful and frustrating, serious and 
fun, lighthearted and profound. It is reflecting on the color of your skin and histories of oppression; 
it is holding a child’s hand and falling in love; it is the exultation of moving through a new country 
145 
by yourself, with only a mobility cane in your hand and courage in your heart. Neoliberal framings 
simply cannot contain the excess of human experiences which are possible in global education. 
While there has been some recognition from geographers of the emotional landscapes present in 
the geographies of education (Brown 2011, Hinton 2011, Kenway and Youdell 2011), we are still 
often reticent to acknowledge the youthful agency involved in the creation of such landscapes. Yet 
it is clear that the students in this research used their time in global activities to do so much more 
than simply engage in the transactional opportunism of neoliberalism, instead crafting global 
education into a vehicle for exploration of and experimentation with the self. They use it to ask 
difficult questions about race and class; to meet new people and establish new relations of 
intimacy; to try new things and build their independence separate from their parents; and to nurture 
critical awareness about how the world works, wondering why some people seem to bear the brunt 
of inequality more than others.  
Rather than existing as a single surface with a universal meaning, the global consists of 
numerous spaces, with numerous connotations. These spaces do not exist as self-contained entities, 
as any one student may find themselves holding together various spaces at the same moment in 
time. The global may simultaneously be a space of conflict for a student whose travels catalyze 
ideological confrontations with their parents, while also serving as a space of discovery in which 
they can develop critical insights about social injustices, as well as a space in which they nurture 
new bonds of love and friendship with others. In this way, then, global education can be understood 
as a weaving together of spaces, brimming with feelings, emotions, memories and experiences 
which are sometimes synergistic but quite often incongruent.  
I want to propose here that the youthful body is often at the helm of these weavings, 
frequently becoming the site of global conjunctions, despite the fact that it is so often ignored in 
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scholarly work on globalization. Youth geographies recognized early on that society largely fails 
to take seriously young people as full citizens or social subjects (Matthews and Limb 1999).  More 
recent work suggests that it is particularly in the context of global transformations that young 
people are left out of serious academic consideration (Ansell 2009), despite the fact that “upscaling 
young people’s geographies to focus on global, transnational, and national issues” can provide 
deeper understanding of pressing social issues (Hopkins and Alexander 2010: 142). And even 
when geographers do explicitly focus on young lives in the context of global change, there is a 
tendency to often perceive their lives as greatly circumscribed by neoliberal structures, particularly 
in educational spaces such as classrooms (Mitchell 2018) and volunteer programs (Baillie Smith 
and Laurie 2011, Jones 2011, Simpson 2005). In contrast, there is a small but growing body of 
work which takes into account the imaginative capacity that young people exert in crafting 
everyday lives which move beyond neoliberal parameters, suggesting that youth are indeed active 
agents of globalization (Hopkins et al. 2015, Jeffrey and Dyson 2008). Cahill and Katz refer to this 
creative potential as the “intricate machinations and delicate choreographies of young people” 
(2008: 2810) who engage in “psychic gymnastics” and “heavy lifting” (2008: 2811) as they 
question, resist and re-make adult understandings of the world (see also Aitken 2018). 
My research extends these understandings of the agentic and creative potential of youth by 
suggesting global conjunctions as a new framing of making sense of youthful bodies in global 
education. By global conjunctions, I am referring to the idea that young people do not simply 
encounter spaces and temporalities of multiplicity in their global education but that they are in fact 
greatly involved in producing them. It is not the case, for example, that they find the past and future 
intersecting during their time abroad. Rather, they are the ones who bring these various 
temporalities together. While the state may make futuristic claims about the neoliberal potential of 
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young bodies, it is students who actively pull the past and the present into their global education, 
alongside the future, as they ask questions about collective memory, family histories, and their 
own personal pasts. Similarly, while their parents may push for their small rural hometowns to be 
their spaces of belonging, students may craft new spaces abroad as the places in which they truly 
feel at home; this is not simply a case of students stumbling across diverse spaces but actively 
playing a role in the creation of these spaces as locations of varied meaning and significance. In 
other words, youthful bodies become the site of conjunctions in global education as they constantly 
navigate their way through numerous and often competing spatial and temporal demands placed 
on them, by both themselves and others. 
The notion of global conjunctions is helpful in recognizing both the structures in which 
young people’s lives unfold, and the power they are capable of enacting in maneuvering through, 
around and beyond such structures. The term conjunction suggests a simultaneity and co-
occurrence, pointing to the contemporaneous nature of global education. Youthful bodies become 
the sites of numerous meetings-up, collisions and ruptures between the hopes of their parents, the 
expectations of the state, the influence of friends and peers, and of course the desires of their own 
hearts. Global conjunctions as a framing does not ignore or deny the pernicious impacts of 
neoliberalism in young lives, but does provide an opening for the many other things which oppose, 
run alongside, and are entwined with neoliberalism to be considered as part of the constitution of 
these lives. As a result, global conjunctions does not reject the neoliberal narrative as an incorrect 
framing of global education but instead points to its incompleteness by revealing that the entire 
circumference of being young in a global world cannot be fully measured according to the 
parameters of capitalism alone.  
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By adopting a youth geographies approach to global education, this dissertation pushes 
against stubborn assumptions that the global equates to the neoliberal, and in doing so opens room 
for alternative scripts of the global to arise (Aitken et al 2007, Massey 2005, Gibson-Graham 
1996). This project has striven to breathe life back into the educational geographies of young 
people. Instead of reducing them to manifestations of neoliberalism, my research has centered 
students’ narratives of global education to witness the fire burning in their experiences. This act of 
witnessing allows us to generate deeper understandings of how young people exert agency in 
global society through their re-organization of both time and space in ways not encouraged or even 
anticipated by the neoliberal ambitions embedded in much of the mainstream framings and work 
on global education. As part of this effort to transcend theoretical and epistemological borders, I 
included some of my own autobiographical reflections in this dissertation, both poetry and prose, 
to serve as yet another illustrative layer of how the intimate can never be disentangled from the 
global, it is in fact part of the very making of it. While youth geographies recognizes young people 
as present-moment agents, full subjects in their own right, the fact remains that “more than any 
other group, youth embody the projected dreams, desires, and commitment of a society’s 
obligations to the future” (Giroux 2003: 141). Pervasive associations of youth with the destiny of 
our world means that young lives become a useful lens for making sense of this global moment 
and its attendant conditions and contours (Flanagan 2008, Frederiksen and Dalsgard 2014). As a 
result, examining the lives and experiences of young people in the context of global education 
provides alternative visions of the many ways in which the spatial and the temporal are constituted 
in global societies, that neoliberalism alone does not explain, anticipate or prescribe. 
Epilogue: “hope as a living state” 
I find myself questioning, with sincere curiosity and openness, about where the limits of 
academic analysis and theorizations lie when we are dealing with poetry and testimonies. There is 
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a part of me, buried deep beneath my brown woman skin, that longs to return over and over again 
to Audre Lorde’s proclamation that “The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black 
mother within each of us -- the poet -- whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free” 
(Lorde 1984: 38). As a result, I have felt some resistance to including any further discussion here 
which endeavors to theorize, intellectualize and rationalize the poems and stories in this 
dissertation. Instead, I have wanted them to fly free, nurturing a fragile desire that the tender words 
of the student narratives and my autobiographical writing in the previous pages, the feelings that 
dripped from them like blood, like water, like liquid gold, was enough. Enough.  
Yet, I also want to push myself to re-consider what the act of theorizing could be. While 
the rational analyses of the academy may have traditionally sprung from the minds of white men, 
how can I re-imagine the few comments I present below as a means of troubling that white 
masculinity?  In describing her efforts as a writer, Audre Lorde said: “I work, I love, I rest, I see 
and learn. And I report” (2017: 133). She recognized her work as a reporting of the connections 
that surround us, that bind us together: “I want to acknowledge all those intricate connections 
between us by which we sustain and empower each other” (Lorde 2017: 97). I have therefore 
chosen to understand my brief reflections as a form of theorization which searches for the 
connections between the experiences and lives presented here: my own, the students’ and Lorde’s. 
These connections - intimate, political, fiery-hot - are rendered invisible by systems, spaces and 
processes predicated on white masculinity.  I have used Lorde as my theoretical partner here 
because her work is deeply concerned by the multiple forms of subjugation, propagated by this 
masculinity, which variously impact different bodies as they move through the world. Writing in 
the light of Lorde, I craft my comments below as a reporting of connections, a searching for the 
multitude of ways in which oppression violently emerges in all our lives. This resonates, too, with 
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how feminist geographers have framed autobiographical work in the academy: “writing intimacy 
is about finessing connections, awareness and attachments to things including each other in order 
to support a wider political project” (Donovan and Moss 2017: 4). 
I draw on Lorde’s (1988/2017) reflections, observations and theorizations in her collection 
“A burst of light, and other essays” to identify some common links between the various 
experiences described in the student narratives as well as my own which have been included in my 
dissertation through both my autobiographical prose and poetry. I understand poetry in scholarly 
work to serve not only as a vehicle for feminist praxis, but as a form of analytics too. By this I 
mean a pathway through which to focus attention on things often left unsaid, unheard, 
unrecognized, as a creative opening to begin seeing connections between seemingly disparate 
stories, to witness the common oppressions experienced by those on the margins and, in doing so, 
hopefully the grounds for their collective liberation as well. This is “poetry as illumination” (Lorde 
1985: 371) and “poetry as the revelation or distillation of experience” (Lorde 1985: 372). Poetry 
allows for resonance between others, its mighty force bound up with its potential to transcend 
beyond the mind and pen of the writer to reach out and brush against the consciousness of others, 
sparking intimate revelations and profound change: “This is why the work is so important. Its 
power doesn’t lie in the me that lives in the words so much as in the heart’s blood pumping behind 
the eye that is reading, the muscle behind the desire that is sparked by the word – hope as a living 
state that propels us, open-eyed and fearful, into all the battles of our lives” (Lorde 2017: 74). 
In a letter addressed to Lorde, Sonia Sanchez writes: “Where are we on this food chain of 
life, to be eaten so easily century after century, decade after decade? […] Are we like our ancestors, 
fated to end hanging from a morning sky of death?” (2017: viii). This sky of death appeared, in 
both dramatic and subtle ways, throughout my research. It was there, in the physical, as Gabrielle 
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told me about the violence inflicted on black bodies; it was there, in the economic, as Jackson told 
me about his childhood in a North Carolina trailer park, how poverty kept him and his friends 
“starving and caged like dogs”; it was there, in the psychological, as I hid my Indian lunch in 
shame as a brown child in a white school during apartheid; it was there, in the emotional, as Jason 
told me of his fears as he was harassed by racist police in France; it was there, in the spiritual, as 
Donna left the safety of her Haliwa Saponi tribe to head to college, carrying with her the history 
of her dispossessed people, the blood of her ancestors. This violence - physical, economic, 
psychological, emotional, spiritual - this morning sky of death, is neither accidental nor random. 
The lives described in this dissertation are not mere victims of fate nor the products of chance; 
they are the outcomes of structural systems of oppression: the brutalities of whiteness, the pillaging 
of colonialism, the ravages of capitalism.  
These overarching structures of subjugation led Lorde to describe her life as “a thirsty 
atonal combination of the mundane and the apocalyptic. Mingling without much warning” (2017: 
130). This startling mingling was constantly observable in my conversations with the students. 
Gabrielle talked of being a first-generation college student only a few minutes before describing 
to me the killing of black children in apartheid South Africa. Jason described laughing with a 
Moroccan restaurant owner in Paris only a few minutes before telling me of the Islamophobia of 
his white classmates in Jordan. Maria told me about her new-found love of Thai food after visiting 
Bangkok only a few minutes after mentioning her father’s white supremacist leanings. The banal 
and the cataclysmic blended throughout the students’ interviews, indeed throughout their lives and 
global experiences. When a lens of subjugation, as suggested by Lorde, is applied to both the 
mundane and the apocalyptic, structural forms of violence and oppression become visible as a 
common thread running through these seemingly disparate experiences. The fact that no one before 
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Gabrielle in her African American family has attended college is connected to a similar circle of 
racialized violence which produced apartheid in South Africa. The fact that Jason did not feel safe 
outside the North African diaspora in Paris, harassed by French police, is connected to a similar 
circle of ethnocentric violence which produced the securitization discourses of his white 
classmates in Jordan. The fact that Maria had never eaten Asian food before she became a college 
student, as her parents had never offered her exploration or exposure to anything beyond the white 
rural American South, is in fact connected to a similar circle of the violence of whiteness which 
produced her father’s support of the KKK.     
My poems articulate various expressions of these circles of violence. In Elixir, I write of 
my “volcanic fears” and “drowning in the fires of my melting past” in reference to the xenophobia 
and ethnocentrism I encountered when I first moved to America. In The Forest, I write of “the 
shadows of this cruel world, this world of corporations and corruption, of exploitation and excess, 
of profit and pain”, in reference to the ruthlessness of capitalism and the inhumanity of our current 
economic systems. In Sometimes I Wonder, I write of “the cruelty of man” and the “barren world”, 
in reference to the vicious racism, and associated class-based suffering, that my grandfather lived 
- and died - through. These circles of violence are not new; they have crossed both space and time, 
visible in numerous sites, festering throughout history. My life and Jason’s, for example, lie poles 
apart, born in different generations on opposite ends of the world. Yet, whether during my 
childhood in a newly-democratic South Africa or his young adulthood on educational programs in 
France and Jordan, we have both tasted the bitterness of walking the circle of institutionalized 
racism, a circle my grandfather was intimately familiar with. Lorde understands the recognition of 
these collective circles as the urgency of searching for the connections that bind us within 
oppression: “I am filled with a sense of urgency and dread: dread at the apparently random wave 
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of assaults against people and institutions closest to me; urgency to unearth the connections 
between these assaults” (Lorde 2017a: 18). She suggests that systems of power operate by 
perpetuating a myth of randomness, seeking to hide the connections that inherently exist in our 
suffering. For if we labor under the false assumption that our suffering belongs to us alone or 
should be ameliorated individually, then systems of power will be safe from our collective outrage, 
our communal revolt. This is why my poem The Forest makes reference to the “lullabies of lies” 
and “the burning of bridges” enacted by systems of power because “those who are put to sleep 
cannot question the nightmare” and “those who are alone cannot turn nightmares into dreams”. 
Black feminists have helped us understand that the way to wake up from the nightmare is to 
understand it as systemic and institutionalized, and to therefore search for the connections inherent 
in our pain. In her 1988 essay ‘Apartheid USA’, Lorde weaves together commentary on apartheid 
policies in South Africa with black oppression in the United Sates. In a single paragraph she moves 
between talking of the stomping to death of a black man in Brooklyn by a white mob, to the killing 
of black youth during the Soweto Uprising in South Africa, creating connections between 
racialized violence in two very different places, separated by the oceans, yet both possessing 
“disturbing similarities of the Black situation” in each place (Lorde 2017a: 28). Her insightful 
interweaving between South African and American politics, contexts, and oppression reveals that 
“our survivals are not separate, even though the terms under which we struggle differ” (Lorde 
2017a: 28).  
Through this lens of the connections embedded in our subjugation we can better witness 
the paradoxes of mobility in the context of global education, as we come to understand how issues 
of race and class unfurl within families and generations, across space and through time. As 
illustrated in my poem Moving to America, the mobility of my great-great grandmother, who was 
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“thrown on board a British ship from southern India to southern Africa by an empire creaking 
under the immensity of its greed”, is indeed connected to the “Soweto 1976” generation of my 
parents and “all their splintered dreams and fractured possibilities”, which in turn was deeply 
implicated in my own mobility as I embarked on my global education journey to North Carolina. 
My parents’ immobility during apartheid (both literally in terms of them being denied access to 
spaces such as graduate education, as well as figuratively in terms of being denied access to upward 
movement, to more expansive and fulfilling lives), emerged from the same white supremacy that 
gave birth to the colonialism which resulted in my great-great grandmother’s involuntary mobility, 
as her enslaved body was forced across global borders. My mobility emerged in and through this 
history but at the same time this history was only able to fully make sense to me through my global 
education; as I spent the last six years reading, thinking, writing in graduate school I have finally 
been able to develop a language with which to verbalize my ancestral suffering. This offered a 
framework through which to understand this subjugation as deep and wide, as trauma which began 
long before I existed, the reason why Moving to America describes me “swallowing the heaviness 
of history” and “tasting the salt of my parents’ tears”, my seemingly simple act of stepping onto a 
plane bringing with it a whirlwind of other spatialities, a raging storm of other temporalities.  
Where to go from here? When tracing the same old circles of violence that our parents, 
grandparents, and ancestors walked, what can be done to avoid simply standing still in stunned 
silence at the brutality of it all? The activist and feminist author Grace Lee Boggs said: “My 
revolution is to share my/our love, beauty, and our history, experiences, successes, and failures – 
of exits and entrances, to make space for our souls” (in Sanchez 2017: ix). In working with the 
students who participated in this research, I witnessed glimmers of change as I heard and saw 
young adults making new spaces, offering small openings that suggest we may potentially be able 
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to exit from these old circles of pain, to enter new worlds. As underrepresented students, their 
bodies have all been subjected to these circles, to the dizzying familiarity of walking around and 
around the margins of life, spinning on the periphery of a neoliberal society. But Lorde reminds 
us that hope is possible, not sentimental but necessary, as we seek out ways to resist, sidestep, and 
overcome the white masculinity that brought us to this point: “Tomorrow belongs to those of us 
who conceive of it as belonging to everyone; who lend the best of ourselves to it, and with joy” 
(Lorde 2017: 96). I end with a short extract from The Forest, the poem I opened my dissertation 
with: 
There are those of us  
who have been blown  
across the border 
from this cruel world 
by the winds of revolution 
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